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Despite a continuous stream of scholarship, Thomas Malory’s Le Morte Darthur remains 
a hotly debated text, with the discovery of the Winchester Manuscript and Eugène Vinaver’s 
edition of Malory Works inspiring a series of disagreements in the Malorian critical field that 
persist today. These debates, ranging from textual unity to the text’s secular or spiritual 
underpinnings, often overlook or marginalize sections of the story, or even ignore characters in 
an effort to understand the complicated combination of sources that Malory used to create his 
own Arthurian narrative. In this thesis, I reexamine Lancelot’s role in Malory’s text, especially 
as he relates to King Arthur. I argue that, while initially obscured by his primary role as a knight, 
Lancelot has a kingly identity in the text that helps to explain the uncanny similarities between 
his and Arthur’s character arc, and Malory’s precise revisions and additions to the canon of 
Arthurian legend. This kingly identity helps uncover a deeper motive in Malory’s writing, as the 
imprisoned knight critiques the qualities of an ideal King by having Arthur and Lancelot 
regularly fail to live up to these standards. This finding allows for a middle ground to the debate 
on the preeminence of secular versus sacred in Malory’s text. This thesis ultimately interprets 
kingship in Morte as a dual-natured construct that at once addresses the longing of England for 
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Since Walter Oakeshott’s discovery of the Winchester Manuscript in 1934, there has 
been a nearly continuous and lively debate regarding Le Morte Darthur and regarding Sir 
Thomas Malory — the author of the medieval masterpiece. Curiously, this debate has reached 
few definitive conclusions, with arguments inspired at the manuscript’s discovery (and later 
publication through the editorial labor of Eugène Vinaver) still continuing with enthusiasm. And 
while this thesis will not focus entirely on the debates inspired by Vinaver’s edition of Malory 
Works, it cannot proceed without acknowledging the contributions made by Vinaver and his 
critics. The goal of this Master’s thesis is to unpack the portrayal of kingship in Malory’s Morte 
by asking if Lancelot may be read as a kingly figure (as opposed to just a knight of Arthur’s 
court). But in submitting this question, the thesis intersects with three debates in Malorian studies 
that have defined (or else underwritten) most discussions on this centuries-old text.  
The first of these debates is the long-running unity question, with one side, largely 
inspired by Eugène Vinaver’s organization of Malory Works, arguing that Malory wrote a series 
of Arthurian romances instead of a single piece. According to Vinaver, “although the 
[Winchester] manuscript is bound in one volume, it is clearly divided into several sections” 
(Vinaver; xxxvi). Vinaver argues that these sections were intended to be self-contained stories 
about Lancelot and Arthur, and Caxton was responsible for converting them into a single, Le 
Morte Darthur.1 Countering Vinaver is the voice of C. S. Lewis (among others), who asserts 
1 Vinaver says this in a much stronger way in the second chapter of his introduction, describing 
the changes that Caxton made as “damage” (xxxiv).  
1
2 
that, “the choice we try to force upon Malory is really a choice for us. It is our imagination… 
that makes the work one or eight or fifty…we partly make what we read” (“English” 22). While 
allowing for the possibility of multiple interpretations, Lewis’s own position ultimately reads Le 
Morte as one massive Arthurian epic — a story that begins with the death of Uther Pendragon 
and ends with the death of Lancelot. And while Lewis will have a great deal of influence on the 
ensuring chapters, his allowance for reader agency must be set down for the time being. 
The second debate pertains to the secular or spiritual nature of Malory’s work, and again 
is largely inspired by Vinaver’s scholarship. In the opening to his commentary on “The Quest of 
the Holy Grail,” Vinaver asserts that “[Malory’s] attitude may be described…as that of a man to 
whom the quest of the Grail was primarily an Arthurian adventure,” where the sacred elements 
were less critical compared to the more secular notion of a knight gaining glory (Vinaver 1535). 
Countering this is Dorsey Armstrong, who argues that “the struggle to resolve and reconcile 
these two conflicted and often conflicting idealized identities — honorable knight and devout 
Christian — contributes significantly to the ultimate collapse of the Arthurian community” 
(Armstrong 107). Armstrong sees the importance of religion in Malory’s text as undiminished. 
While Vinaver prefers to evaluate Lancelot’s character against the standards of chivalry, 
Armstrong asserts that Lancelot is unable “to break free from the secular chivalric ideals that 
were the foundation of his career” (121). 
The third argument can be summarized as evaluating Lancelot and Arthur as moral 
figures in the story. Pertaining to Lancelot, the debate often relates back to Sir Lancelot’s tears at 






at least, is the pinnacle of Malory’s attempts to “rehabilitate Lancelot” (Vinaver 1536).2 
Vinaver’s word choice is interesting, given that it suggests a sensed need to cover over past 
reputational defects on the part of the author. However, while this can and will be explored to 
greater detail, a more immediately beneficial task is to articulate the approach to studying 
Malory’s Lancelot that this thesis follows.  
In chapter one, the simple consideration of Lancelot in terms of where and how he 
appears is compared to the relatively similar position that Malory gives to Arthur. This perceived 
sameness, especially the prophetic origins of both Arthur and Lancelot, provides the first clues to 
the equal importance of both characters. It also provides the first point of contact for the unity 
debate, as prophecy, especially those left unfulfilled for nearly the entirety of Malory’s text, casts 
an ambiguous shadow over the promise of greatness for both Arthur and Lancelot. Here, Lewis 
and Vinaver play a critical role. Despite their different conclusions, both seemingly assent to a 
particular method, that “we partly make what we read” (Lewis 22), leading to a practical unity 
that helps connect the boy Lancelot (the son of a king) — the child foretold to be the greatest 
knight and the inordinate lover of Guinevere — with the knight of the post-Grail collapse of 
Camelot.  
The second chapter will focus on “The Healing of Sir Urry,” and the debate regarding the 
sacred or more secular nature of Malory’s text. Centered on Lancelot’s miraculous healing of Sir 
Urry, the chapter will primarily seek to understand how Lancelot’s tears are interpreted when 
properly contextualized by both the “Quest of the Holy Grail” and the final “Morte.” Such a 
context will problematize the often overly simplistic interpretations from the secular and sacred 
                                                
2 See also Malory Works commentary on p. 1591. There, Vinaver passes over the point of 
Lancelot weeping like a beaten child, choosing to instead emphasize his standing at the pinnacle 






camps, while also setting up a deep separation between Lancelot and Galahad despite mirrored 
behavior at the end of their lives. This last point will deepen what is, until this point, the 
possibility of understanding Lancelot as a kingly figure, showing how Galahad and Lancelot 
embody a persona mixta as described by Ernst Kantorowicz. This will complete the idea of 
separation, where Galahad acts as a Christus (a god-man; a shadow of Christ), while Lancelot 
follows a more pre-Christian Christi (a foreshadow or approximation of Christ before he 
comes).3 This strengthens the already established connection between Arthur and Lancelot as 
kingly mirrors, setting the stage for the finale. 
Chapter three contrasts the expectation for Lancelot and Arthur as paragons with their 
ultimate downfall, considering how critical readings often judge or venerate Arthur and Lancelot 
because of their expected greatness. Rather than choosing to either damn or exonerate Malory’s 
kings, this chapter instead considers the text in connection with the historical moment that 
Malory is believed to be writing in, while also considering what a good king was supposed to 
look like. And while these pieces — prophesied greatness, revered status in connection to Christ, 
the trope of ideal kingship, and the ultimate downfall of Camelot and its people — might appear 
incongruous at first glance, combined they show Malory’s portrayal of flawed kingship. 
Malory’s kings, at their most worthy elevation, are intended to point to a “Rex Futurus” or 
coming king (1242.29).  
Ultimately, this thesis argues that while it isn’t the first or primary interpretation, 
Lancelot can be viewed as a kingly figure whose character arc mirrors Arthur’s with near perfect 
                                                
3 See Kantorowicz, pp. 46-7. “The kings who the Annonymous refers to are the Christi, the 
anointed kings of the Old Testament, who have been foreshadowing the advent of the true royal 
Christus, the anointed of eternity. After the advent of Christ in the flesh…the Kings of the New 
Covenant no longer would appear as the “foreshadowers” of Christ, but rather as the “Sahdows,” 






precision. In both cases, Malory’s king stands not as a messianic savior of his people or land, but 
rather as the imperfect, human representative of a higher king. This is only visible when a 
focused experience of Malory’s text is balanced with a careful investigation of both Malory’s 
context and the various debates within the Malorian critical community. Lastly, this discussion 
balances the views of Malory’s text by recognizing the elevated status that he ascribes to his two 
























 SON OF A KING  
 
There is an unspoken disagreement among critics, when examining Lancelot’s early 
appearances in Malory’s text, as to where the study of the text should begin. This is an important 
disagreement, as the selection of a starting point can emphasize Arthur or Lancelot as the 
primary character of the ensuing tale. One could follow Larry Benson in his book, Malory’s 
Morte Darthur, and go as far back as the tale of ‘Arthur and Lucius’ in order to argue that 
“[Malory] had apparently also decided that Lancelot was to be his major character” (Benson 81). 
Benson’s argument focuses on “Lancelot’s preeminence in as direct a manner as possible,” as 
Malory “announces at the beginning of the tale that Lancelot is Arthur’s greatest knight” (81-2). 
However, starting at the point of ‘Arthur and Lucius,’ while certainly useful in proving Lancelot 
as the central figure, nevertheless overlooks earlier and highly mystical appearances of the knight 
that disrupt both the easy categorization of Malory’s text as a strict romance or Lancelot as its 
central figure. It buys into a tradition of the mutually exclusive binary that if Lancelot “was 
[Malory’s] major character,” then Arthur necessarily is less important (81). And while this style 
of either/or thinking certainly carries a longstanding vigor in western thought,4 it ultimately 
proves unhelpful when trying to understand Malory’s text. 
Attempting to understand the question of preeminence leads to the question of genre — a 
frequently discussed and sometimes murky topic. The easy answer would be to associate Malory 
with the French romances that immediately preceded and inspired his text, and in so doing 
                                                
4 See Jennifer Goodman, “Dedichotomizing Discourse: Three Gorges, two Cultures, one 






choose Lancelot as our primary figure. But this solution seems overly simplistic, as it fails to 
recognize the ways in which Malory’s text defies convention. As Vinaver notes, “it is 
comparatively easy to discover what it was that Malory liked or disliked in his models” (Rise 
123) leading Vinaver to the conclusion that Malory created something entirely different than his 
sources.5 Unwilling to give Malory too much credit, Vinaver ascribes Malory’s inventive 
capabilities to happy accident, but nevertheless observes that, under Malory’s hand, the 
Arthurian romance changed. Put another way, while Malory certainly draws from the old French 
Arthurian tradition such as the case of the Tale of Knight with the Two Swords,6 Ralph Norris 
notes that Malory was busy drawing from less prominent sources as well for a variety of needs.7 
This seems to fit well with Vinaver’s conclusion, that Malory’s text “would stand at the close of 
one and at the opening of another vista: the traditional matter of medieval romance is still his 
world, but the form is not” (126). For Vinaver, the categorizing of Malory’s Morte as romance 
seems at the very least an uncomfortable association, given Malory’s tendency to alter the 
original texts for his own story. And while this is enough to question the easy dichotomy set up 
by Haught in the opening of her paper,8 it isn’t enough to fully break it. For that to be 
accomplished, Vinaver’s point about medieval matter in a different form requires further 
explanation. 
In his text, Romance and Chronicle, P. J. C. Field argues that Malory’s text comes to us 
in the style of a chronicle, a style that “is a very limited one, unsuitable for reflecting the 
                                                
5 See Rise of Romance, p. 124. 
6 See Romance, pp. 54-61. Though not perfectly, Malory adapts a series of romantic tropes, 
taking them out from Arthur and Galahad and inserting them with King Pelleam and Galahad 
instead. 
7 See Norris, Malory’s Library, p. 4. 






movement of a sophisticated mind, for organizing complicated material, or delivering ironic 
judgements, and it is doomed to extinction by the proliferation of the printed word” (Field 35). A 
particularly useful defense by Field comes near the end of his text, where he notes that Malory 
“cites the authority of the ‘French Book’ for events seventy times in the course of the Morte 
Darthur… his other references to his story treat it… as unalterable historical fact, in which he 
has some small freedom of presentation” (145). Significantly, Field’s point also notes an 
omission by Malory. Rather than calling God as his witness (144), Malory deliberately sets up 
his text against his romantic sources. He blends the two together — using what Vinaver called 
“the medieval romantic materials” and what Field labeled as “chronicle form.” But Malory’s text 
is not simply a romance or a chronicle, making the choice of either Arthur or Lancelot an 
impossible one. Instead, a middle ground must be taken which appreciates Lancelot and Arthur 
as equally important to understanding the story. 
The Prophet and his King  
It is seemingly impossible, when trying to catalogue Lancelot’s first appearances in 
Malory’s text, to avoid encountering Merlin and Arthur as well. As Haught observes, 
“Throughout ‘The Tale of Arthur’…which deals… primarily with the early accomplishments of 
Arthur himself — Lancelot’s prominence in the events about to unfold is prophetically alluded to 
on several different occasions” (Haught 163). Rachel Kapelle reinforces the importance of these 
prophecies, stating that, “prophesy gives… a sense of organization to a sometimes chaotic 
text…” as “predictions impose a structure of anticipation and completion” (Kapelle 59). The 
point of prophecy is a remarkable one by itself. Bonnie Libby, in “The dual Nature of Merlin in 
the Morte Darthur,” notes the potentially malevolent origins of Merlin, as “the rebel kings, early 






while stopping short of outright calling Merlin a demon, “do call into question the source — and 
motivation — of Merlin’s magical powers” (Libby 65).9 That the rebels would question Merlin is 
of little significance on its own, as the reader can easily dismiss their perspective as antagonists 
to the central Arthur. However, as the moments of Merlin’s prophecy are examined (particularly 
those moments which relate to Arthur and Lancelot), it’s important to retain the tiniest grain of 
doubt. For while Merlin foretells great things for both Lancelot and Arthur, and indeed both 
achieve great things, Merlin never tells the full story or really helps a character escape his 
ultimate (and often doomed) fate.10  
Adopting a simple timeline, it is possible to say that Lancelot’s rise as the greatest knight 
is foretold just as Arthur is establishing Camelot. But more significant than timing, the return of 
critical attention to Lancelot’s prophetic origins reveals the first in a series of seemingly 
coincidental similarities with Arthur that involve Merlin. Malory’s first naming of Lancelot 
comes in ‘the Tale of Balin,’ where Merlin tells King Mark, “here shall be… in this same place 
the grettist bateyle betwyxte two [knyghtes] that ever was or ever shall be, and the trewyst 
lovers; and yette none of hem shall slee other” (72.5-8).  As Haught notes, “conflict, love, and 
forgiveness are all introduces in Merlin’s anointing of a grave as the site of a chivalric 
significance before the knights in question are given names” (163). Haught’s description of the 
symbolic implications of a character’s coming preceding his naming may seemingly be applied 
earlier in Malory’s text to the birth of Arthur.  
 
                                                
9 See also Works 126.18-20. The text is not perfectly clear as to whether the narrator or the Lady 
of the Lake is calling Merlin a “devyls son,” however, the reference does come up again. 







The conception of Arthur occurs when Uther is “kyng of all Englond” yet is also at war 
with the duke of Tyntagil — a war in which “moche peple [are] slayne” (8.13-7). Their quarrel is 
over Igrayn, who is the wife of duke of Tyntagil’s, and for whom “kyng Uther felle seke” (8.9). 
Into the picture comes Merlin to help Uther, but only if the king delivers to Merlin the child that 
will be conceived that night, “for it shal be your worship and the childis availle as mykel as the 
child is worth” (9.1-5). In the first two pages, then, Arthur is conceived in in the midst of a civil 
war caused by Uther lusting after a forbidden woman. These themes of war, dubious romance, 
and a protagonist’s shortcomings all act as a sort of foreshadowing of Arthur’s own story before 
he is even named by Malory.  
Beyond this, Arthur is first named at the same moment that he is declared heir to the 
throne — on Uther’s deathbed (12.5-8). This is a remarkable point, as Merlin both foretells the 
coming unrest by declaring that Uther’s giving up of the child will ensure his wellbeing to 
become great, and also (one might argue) causes the unrest by leaving no known heir, at least 
one that the nobles could see and recognize, to the throne at Uther’s death.11 After Uther’s death, 
“stood the reame in grete jeopardy long whyle, for every lord that was mighty of men made hym 
stronge, and many wende to have ben kyng” (12.11-13). The civil unrest in England is seemingly 
Uther’s fault, as one of the king’s greatest duties is to see to the peaceful transfer of power by 
producing a male heir.12 But looking again to Lancelot’s prophetic appearance, a similar trend of 
failing seems to be enacted. Before Merlin comes to deliver his prophecy, King Mark sees the 
                                                
11 This unrest continues into Arthur’s early years as king, as many doubt Arthur’s right to rule 
(see 15.31-40; 17.20-25), and is ultimately blamed on Merlin at the reunion between Arthur and 
his mother Igraine (45.28-46.2). Interestingly enough, Merlin replies that he “wote never where 
he ys becom” (emphasis added), despite earlier declaring Arthur to be the son of Uther and 
Igraine to the six kings at the start of Arthur’s first war. 







bodies of a knight and his lady “and understood how they were dede…then made the kynge grete 
sorrow for the trew love that was betwyxte theme” (71.21-3). The failure here does not involve a 
king failing to produce an heir, but it involves the knight Balin, who has slain a knight in combat, 
and so grieved a lady that she kills herself.  
Haught also rightly mentions Lancelot’s first referential appearance in her own paper, to 
argue for the dubious nature of Merlin’s prophesies. Merlin instructs Arthur to choose based on 
love, but when Arthur names Guenevere, he says “but and ye loved hir not so well as ye do, I 
scholde fynde you a damesell of beaute and of goodnesse that sholde lyke you and please you, 
and youre herte were nat sette” (97.23-6). As Haught notes, “this speech envisions a different 
version of their exchange while simultaneously acknowledging the futility of that same fantasy” 
(Haught 165). Again, Merlin seems to expect actions that have not yet occurred —a point that is 
verified by Malory’s narrator when he writes that “M[e]rlyon warned the kyng covertly that 
Gwenyver was nat holsom for hym to take to wyff. For he warned hym that Launcelot scholde 
love hir, and sche hym agayne” (97.29-31). The difficulty is that neither the reader nor Arthur 
can immediately be sure what the wizard means. As Haught notes, “Within the context of 
Merlin’s ‘warning,’ the ‘love’ between Guenevere and Lancelot certainly seems ominous,” but 
“Merlin never explicitly mentions adultery, treason, or betrayal” (166). However, for both 
characters, Merlin is no longer prophesying simply about ascension but also about complication 
or even downfall. Just after his warning about Guenevere, Merlin “turned his tale to the 
aventures of Sankegreal,” a moment of great triumph,13 certainly, for Arthur’s court, though not 
for Lancelot himself (97.32).  
                                                
13 Certainly many knights of the Round Table fail to attain the Grail, and indeed it is a precursor 






One final prophecy relating to Lancelot should be mentioned — this time in the presence 
of Lancelot himself. Merlin is traveling with Nenyve, and they “wente over the see unto the 
londe of Benwyke thereas kyng Ban was kyng, that had great warre ayenste kyng Claudas” 
(125.29-31). There, “Merlion spake with kyng Bayans wyff…and there he saw Yonge 
Launcelot” (125.32-4). Curiously, Lancelot’s first physical appearance in Malory’s text comes in 
child form — specifically as the child of King Ban. This is a coincidental similarity between 
Arthur and Lancelot by itself; however, the coincidence grows stronger when it is recalled that 
Arthur grew up seeing his father’s kingdom (though he didn’t know it at the time) in a state of 
warfare. What is more, Merlin’s first prophetic statement is that “this same chylde Yonge 
Launcelot shall within this twenty yere revenge you on kyng Claudas, that all crystendom shall 
speke of hit” (126.3-5). Just as with Arthur, whose ascension secures Uther’s legacy,14 so 
Lancelot is cast as the vindicator of his father by defeating their mortal enemy King Claudas. But 
Merlin’s prophecy goes on, first referencing the future as “this same chylde shall be the moste 
man of worship of the wolde,” but then looking back into the past as “his first name ys Galahad, 
that I know well… and syn ye have confermed hym Launcelot” (126.7-9). The future prophecy 
itself is not anything extraordinary in comparison to what has already been said about Lancelot 
as the greatest knight. However, the reference to his two names is curious, as Galahad is the 
name given to Lancelot’s son15 — the one who attains the Grail.  
Of the three prophetic allusions to Lancelot, all have clear connections to the Grail quest. 
One is visible, though subtly, here in the name changing from Galahad to Lancelot.16 The 
                                                
14 See 9.1-5. 
15 See 832.31-35. 
16 Haught makes a similar mention in “Becoming Malory’s Lancelot” p. 167, however her point 
here seems more tied to Galahad’s sainthood. For this paper, the importance of Lancelot’s first 






second, more overt, is that Merlin first tells Arthur of Lancelot and Guenevere’s fated love for 
each other before shifting over to the Grail quest. As for the prophecy to King Mark, a 
connection to the Grail quest is less direct. The tomb onto which Lancelot and Tristram’s names 
are written belongs to a knight and his lover, the first slain by Balin, and the second by her own 
hand out of grief. In this case, Balin himself is the connection to the Grail quest, as he later takes 
the spear of Longinus and gravely wounds King Pellam (85.1-14). Malory’s narrator goes on to 
tell the audience that “Pallam lay so many yerys sore wounded, and might never be hole tyll that 
Galaad the Hawte Prynce heled hym in the queste of the Sankgreall” (85.21-23). In these three 
references to the Grail, Malory’s narrator does two things that can only be referenced, and will 
be developed in later chapters. First, just as Lancelot is separated from Galahad in naming, so he 
is also separated from Balin when Merlin names him to King Mark. Second (and more 
significantly), the line between Balin the sinner and Galahad the savior is established. In these 
two knights, Malory creates a dichotomy similar to Adam and Jesus from the Bible  — the first 
man to bring death into the world and the perfect man who heals. Such associations, however, 
are impossible if the second of the three debates, the argument about the unity of Malory’s text, 
is left unevaluated. 
The Cathedral of Words 
Until now, the driving question for this thesis has been to understand Lancelot’s role in 
Malory’s story, and his significance compared to Arthur. While examining Merlin’s prophetic 
moments has revealed several similarities between Lancelot and Arthur, these similarities cannot 
be qualified further without deciding what their impact is on the story. To rephrase the issue: 
                                                
been had another path been taken. Just as Merlin seems to wonder at the untold story of Arthur 
loving someone besides Guenevere, the reader may, seemingly, wonder at Lancelot’s own 






how significant are the prophesies of Lancelot (and their location in Malory’s text) in connection 
to Lancelot’s later actions? This question demands a closer inspection of the unity debate  — a 
discussion that began with the discovery of the Winchester Manuscript. And while it is possible 
to examine the more modern evaluations of this issue, some of the earliest arguments in this 
debate seem more helpful in establishing themes that will resonate throughout this thesis. 
It seems critical, before engaging with the debate itself, to observe the way in which two 
of its original and most prominent figures, C. S. Lewis and Eugène Vinaver, positioned 
themselves. Neither, seemingly, set out to cement opposing schools of interpretation, as can be 
understood from Lewis’s remarks about “a Vinaverian and an anti-Vinaverian ‘school’, or some 
such nonsense,” and implicitly by Vinaver’s acquiescing to Lewis’s request in the same letter 
(Lewis 1081). Regarding that request, Lewis asked Vinaver not to back out of a book project 
they were both working on, and seemingly, he convinced the renowned medievalist by offering 
up his own paper for Vinaver to respond to.17 But the timbre extends much beyond casual 
correspondence. Both Lewis and Vinaver perform a type of public disputation or debate that 
helps define two distinct ways of reading Malory, and ultimately the two scholars seem to reach 
an agreement on two very important concepts. 
Lewis’s “English Prose Morte” evaluates five perceived ironies in Malory’s work — all 
of which bear some relationship to Vinaver’s scholarship or his edition The Works of Sir Thomas 
Malory — the first published edition of the Winchester Manuscript. The last of Lewis’s five 
ironies explicitly asks, “did Malory write one book or eight” separate romances (“English” 20)? 
                                                
17 See Collected Letters of C. S. Lewis, vol. 3, notably those dated 22 August 1959 & 21 October 
1959. Lewis pleads with Vinaver in the first to not abandon the project, while in the second 
praises “this open letter —” seemingly the very same open letter that was published in the 






For Lewis, this issue has less to do with Malory’s intentions in terms of numbering the text, and 
more with how a scholar understands the numbering of texts in the context of their audience. As 
Lewis sees it, “wherever there is a matter (historical or legendary) previous and external to the 
author’s activity, the question, ‘one work or many?’ loses a good deal of meaning” (21). Lewis 
believes that “the difficulty between Malory and us would not be merely linguistic. We should 
by the very form of our questions be presupposing concepts his mind was not furnished with” 
(21). This leads Lewis to conclude that “the choice we try to force on Malory is really a choice 
for us. It is our imagination, not his that makes the work one, or eight, or fifty. We can read it 
either way…. We partly make what we read” (22 emphasis added). 
In regards to the unity debate, Lewis sees the choice as being potentially answered not by 
the author, but by the audience. He himself reads the text as the English prose Morte Darthur  — 
that is to say, one unified text with a title. In contrast, Vinaver titled his work The Works, plural  
— the tales of King Arthur that were individual, even if they all came in one large package. But 
despite this difference of interpretation, Lewis seemingly believes that he and Vinaver are seeing 
the same thing. 
Professor Vinaver has shown the cathedral from a new angle; placed the modern 
pilgrim where he will enjoy it best….it [Malory Works] may in its turn become 
the household book; until perhaps alter Achilles, some second Vinevar (a little 
cold to the first one as he is a little cold to Caxton) recalls his generation to the 
long forgotten book of 1485 or even to the French, and someone like myself puts 
in a plea for what will then be the old, the traditional, ‘Works of Malory’. And all 






Cathedral of Words is so large that everyone can find in it the work of his 
favourite period. (“English” 28) 
It is important to notice how Lewis’s allowance for multiple readings again appears at the end of 
the text. The idea of there not necessarily being a right or wrong version of Malory’s text, 
certainly while enabling disagreement, does not imply a degree of doubt on his own part over 
reading the text as Caxton presented it. Indeed, this seems to be what he means by the idea that 
the reader may find their favorite period  — not only with the many iterations of Arthurian 
legend, but in the ways Malory’s version can be read.  
For his own part, Vinaver responds with a series of praises and critiques which, while 
maintaining his positions in every way, nevertheless acknowledge two points by reproducing 
them. In response to another of Lewis’s arguments for a unified Morte, where Lewis calls upon 
an argument by D. S. Brewer for various references by Malory’s narrator either looking forward 
in the text or back to past events, Vinaver states that such points mean little to the readers of 
Malory’s text. Interestingly, Vinaver sets these apart from “the compliers of concordances,” and 
the “Ph.D. candidates who laboriously dig them out and exhibit them as precious finds,” as this 
group apparently will “read Malory as he was meant to be read, that is to say, for pleasure” 
(Vinaver 38). His counter to Lewis is that only the scholar would read Malory’s text and see a 
unified text — a point that could be argued were it not inconvenient to do so.18 But Vinaver sets 
the burden of proof here not on knowing precisely what Malory intended but on what the reader 
                                                
18 I personally take exception to the distinction between readers and scholars. While I might not 
read Malory quite so frequently for pleasure, my investigation of him in this paper is coming 
from my experience of the text. Unless, of course, Vinaver means that we must only attempt to 
understand the text as Malory’s original readers did, in which case I take exception to us ever 
being able to do so. If we cannot fully know the author, then how in heaven’s name are we to 






sees. This retains the possibility for Lewis’s primary idea that the reader decides the question of 
unity. 
Beyond this explicit acceptance is the more implicit and long lasting effect of Lewis’s 
paper. In the preface to the 1970 reprint of his book, Malory, Vinaver mentions Lewis’s 
Cathedral metaphor by quoting the last paragraph of “English Prose.”19 As with his open letter 
response in 1959,20 Vinaver again argues against Lewis’s statement that Malory’s Arthurian 
legend is as much a work of written genius as much as the collage of many artists, saying that, “I 
would still maintain that what we have in Malory is a work of art, not of nature, simply because, 
as C. S. Lewis himself said in another connection, it is in art and in art alone that dry bones can 
live again” (Vinaver ix). What Vinaver contests is not the image of the cathedral  — that is, 
Lewis again arguing for the reader having a say in defining and responding to the text  — but 
instead what the reader will naturally conclude. He simultaneously accepts and rejects the idea of 
the reader creating meaning in their varied experiences of a text based on whether they agree 
with his understanding of that text. But this leaves open the question of what is experienced at 
all. What meaning is made by the reader, and how can that assist in digging deeper into 
Lancelot’s role in the story? To address these issues, it seems helpful to return to the text with 
Lewis’s point of readers creating their own meaning. And while the full extent of Lewisian 
criticism cannot be parsed out in this document, what has already been explored provides enough 
of a map for a deeper examination of prophecy in ‘The Tale of Arthur’ and beyond.  
 
                                                
19 Vinaver returns to Cathedral metaphor again in 1971, where he uses the idea as a launching 
point for his chapter specifically on Malory. See Rise of Romance p. 124. 
20 I am assuming that his distaste for the remark existed in the draft that he shared with Lewis, 






The Son of a King  
Accepting Vinaver’s constraint in distinguishing between how Malory’s ‘readers’ and his 
‘scholars’ approach the text, and also accepting the assumption that the former must be valued 
over the latter, it still seems possible to ‘partly make’ (as Lewis put it) a unified Morte Darthur 
based on what has already been noted about Lancelot in the early prophesies  — especially in 
connection to Arthur’s own story. But this defense of unity must be restricted to the prophesies 
in ‘The Tale of Arthur,’ as moving beyond the first work would suggest a unified system before 
one was understood to exist.21 With these restrictions in place, however, a unified text not only 
seems quite possible, but indeed somewhat necessary, given who the prophecies seem to benefit, 
how they affect said benefits, and finally their impact on the story in either a unified or un-
unified text. 
As a rule, the fulfillment of prophesies relating directly to Lancelot lies outside of ‘The 
Tale of Arthur,’ requiring the reader to, on the one hand, anticipate coming events long before 
they begin to occur, and on the other, remember the prophecy (potentially) when its fulfilment 
has occurred. But in both cases, the prophecy seems to exist for the benefit of the reader and not 
the character. Kapelle reinforces this point by asserting, “it is somewhat surprising to find 
predictions surrounded in the Tale by blanks — places where we would expect a reaction from 
the recipient of a prediction but do not find one, or where characters fail to note that a prophecy 
has come to pass” (Kapelle 59). The lack of a character reaction, which Kapelle contrasts against 
the dramatic responses of Macbeth and Oedipus, seems to point to readers as the real targets, as 
                                                
21 There remains the potential for the Works to be divided into more than eight pieces, as Lewis 
points out in “English Prose.” However, as Lewis himself was arguing for a unified Morte 







they are the only people outside of the characters to see both the words and their fulfilment. This 
especially applies in the case of Sir Balin, one of the few characters with a self-contained 
prophecy arc in the first section of Malory’s tale. 
While the ‘Knight with Two Swords,’ the tale that houses the entirety of Balin’s story, 
contains one of the most useful complete prophetic arcs in Malory’s ‘Tale of King Arthur,’ the 
story also contains a variety of themes and motifs that should not be overlooked in the pursuit of 
prophetic effect. The tale begins with a lady coming to Arthur’s court with a mysterious sword, 
and the declaration that the one to draw the sword “muste be a passynge good man of hys hondys 
and of hys dedis, and withoute velony other trechory and withoute treson” (Malory 1.38). Paul 
Rovang rightly notes that this is the second example of such an adventure in ‘The Tale of King 
Arthur,’ and argues that “the sword test retains its significance as a sign of divine election and 
takes on a new one as an indicator of knightly worth and prowess” (Rovang 282). That Arthur 
fails this second test is noteworthy, as Arthur’s failure to be divinely appointed in this moment, 
and Balin’s ultimate success, carries a similar feel to the later ‘Healing of Sir Urry.’ Both tales 
represent a moment of failure for Arthur and a moment of triumph for another knight.22 And 
beyond this, there is a sort of symmetry in the positioning of these two tales, as ‘The Knight with 
Two Swords’ occurs at the dawn of Arthur’s rule, while ‘The Healing of Sir Urry’ happens at its 
twilight. 
Immediately following Balin’s triumph comes the first prophecy directly tied to Balin, as 
well as the first sign of trouble for this new and divinely validated knight. Despite the lady’s 
warning that “ye ar nat wyse to kepe the swerde fro me, for ye shall sle with that swerde the 
                                                
22 This is significant, considering that the latter appears to be largely invented by Malory. See 






beste frende that ye have and the man that ye moste love in the worlde, and that swerde shall be 
youre destruccion” (64.8-11), Balin refuses to listen, as he will do to all other warnings through 
his story, saying that he will “take the aventure… that God woll ordayne for me” (64.12). Balin’s 
fierce, unwavering nature is unfortunately combined with a degree of rash aggression, as is 
shown almost immediately as the Lady of the Lake comes to Arthur’s court and asks Arthur to 
fulfill his rash promise (which he entered into in order to claim Excalibur). To the shock of 
Arthur and his court, The Lady of the Lake asks Arthur to either give her the head of Balin or the 
Sword Lady, or, better still, both, since she accuses them of killing her mother and brother, 
respectively (65.21-5). Balin sees the Lady of the Lake, and before he reacts, Malory interjects to 
tell his audience that the Lady of the Lake was responsible for the death of Balin’s mother 
(65.30-2). But rather than lay a counter-accusation against her, “with hys swede lightly he smote 
of hyr hede before kynge Arthure” (66.3-4). Instantly, the reader is given a chaotic image of 
Balin. He has proven himself worthy by accomplishing what Arthur and his knights could not in 
drawing the sword, yet he now has two stains against his character. One comes from the act of 
beheading Arthur’s guest (to whom Arthur was indebted), and as Kenneth Tiller observes, “the 
conflict of the Lady of the Lake with Balin and the Sword Damsel seems to emerge from the 
social chaos surrounding the previous civil war, with its charges and counter charges of treachery 
and murder” (Tiller 40-1). Indeed, the chaos is so great that the outraged Arthur first banishes 
Balin from his court, and then proceeds to give Sir Lanceor permission to hunt Balin down.23 
                                                
23 Ralph Norris argues that Malory’s Balin, unlike earlier variants, carries a somewhat nuanced 
tone, as seen in his first exchange with the Lady with the Sword (“Worthynes and good tacchis 
and also good dedis is nat only in araymente, but manhode and worship [ys had] within a mannes 
person”), is starkly different from Balin’s angry response in the Suite du Merlin (Norris 35). 
Indeed, while Norris also guesses at the change in response having potential connections to 






The interpretive difficulty with Balin only increases after his banishment. Merlin arrives 
just as Lanceor departs, and he tells both Arthur and the audience that “thys same damesell… 
that brought the swerde unto youre courte…ys the falsest damesell that lyveth” (67.22-5). Oddly, 
Merlin’s denunciation of the lady and her sword does not extend to the evaluation of Balin as a 
noble hero. Instead, Merlin tells Arthur that “he shall do unto you… grete honoure, and 
kyndnesse; and hit ys grete pité he shall nat endure but a whyle, for his strengthe and hardiness I 
know hym nat lyvynge hys macche” (68.14-5).24 This affirming of Balin’s character (or at least 
ability as a knight) is set in between the earlier examples of his violent character  — Balin is 
responsible for killing Arthur’s cousin  — and his beheading of the Lady of the Lake. But it also 
repeats the cycle of predicted greatness and violent behavior, as this scene is immediately 
followed by Lanceor arming himself, hunting Balin down, and then dying on Balin’s spear. With 
Lanceor’s death comes the suicide of his lady  — an act that sets Balin unavoidably on the path 
to strike the Dolorous Stroke against King Pellam (72.27-32).25 However, as Ralph Norris 
observes, “the lady’s suicide, the Dolorous Stroke, and Balin and Balan’s eventual mutual 
annihilation are connected as consequences of Balin’s tragic choice: his refusal to surrender the 
sword” (Norris 58). This inevitability — of Balin falling into his own fate by attempting to avoid 
it —fits particularly well with Kapelle’s idea of the doomed characters enacting the classical 
trope of heroes attempting (and ultimately failing) to dodge their fate. The trope is at least 
                                                
significant in highlighting Malory’s preference for characters that are simultaneously 
reprehensible and relatable.   
24 This claim regarding Balin having no match is curious, as this could be another moment of 
wordplay by Merlin (see note 8). There is also no apparent indicator as to whether Lancelot has 
been born at this time. Even if he was alive at the time, Lancelot wouldn’t yet be a match for 
Balin, again signaling clever wordplay by Merlin.  
25 It is worth noting that Balin rejects Merlin’s prophetic warning, saying “I wolde do so perleous 






introduced in the paragraphs just before ‘The Knight with Two Swords,’ when Arthur channels 
his inner Herod and massacres the children born on May Day (55.19-33). However, unlike with 
Balin in ‘The Tale of Two Swords,’ the ultimate doom of Arthur is not realized until the very 
end of the Morte.  
One final narrative node needs to be considered before Balin’s story may be used as a 
case study for prophetic arcs, and that is the moment of Balin’s death. To one degree, Kepelle’s 
case seems to be undermined by her own allusion to the classical tragic hero in that a strong 
characteristic of such a hero is the moment of anagnorisis — a moment of critical discovery by 
the hero. To a degree, Balin makes such a critical discovery upon defeating his brother. At the 
point of realization, Balin laments “that ever I shold see this day,” and “Thow hast slayne me and 
I the, wherefore alle the wyde world shalle speke of us bothe” (90.3; 9-10). It is important to 
recognize the importance of the second lament in conjunction with the first, as the second both 
reveals where Balin’s mind rests in the tragic moment, while also retaining the consistent 
characterization of Balin that Malory has been crafting throughout this tale. Leading up to this 
moment, Balan has been positioned as Balin’s greatest friend,26 and both brothers have been 
characterized by the repeated statement that these knights will take whatever adventure comes to 
them. Balin is the primary speaker of this line, though Balan also says the line following the 
death of Sir Lanceor.27 The latter of these points reveals a characteristic rejection of prophecy 
(the tragic hero characterization) that ultimately leads to Balin’s downfall, while the former 
shows where the tragedy lies for Balin in the moment of discovery. Balin continues to reject the 
prophetic tellings, even after they have come true, by failing to recognize the telling despite 
                                                
26 See Works 70.3-6 






recognizing the tragedy. To this end, the prophecy only serves as a mechanism of the story itself  
— a two-part story arc composed of prophecy and payoff that serves the only other participant in 
the Arthurian book besides the characters themselves  — the reader.  
While the recognition that the prophecy arc benefits the reader more frequently than the 
character helps in establishing a thematic unity, it still leaves a question regarding how the reader 
benefits. To this end, it’s important on the one hand (when considering Malory’s text as a single 
narrative or as many separate narratives to) to question what “unified” or “separate” mean in the 
immediate context,28 while also recognizing all that Malory does with Balin’s tale. First and 
foremost, the tale reveals that prophecies do in fact come true because of (or in certain cases in 
spite of) the actions of the characters. The prophecies also seem to imply, reinforce, or confirm 
associations in characters. Balin’s connection with Arthur in claiming a magical sword works to 
foreshadow the latter’s ultimate demise now that Balin has succumbed to his fate. Balin also 
foreshadows the downfall of Lancelot in his death, partly in the already-established association 
between Arthur and Lancelot as possessing similar story beats, but also in Merlin’s explicit 
prophecy that “there shall never man handyll thys swerde but the beste knight of the worlde, and 
that shall be sir Launcelot... And Launcelot with [t]hys swerde shall sle the man in the worlde 
that he lovith beste” (I.58). As with Balin, the possession of this sword  — now standing upright 
in a block of marble (I.58)  — dooms the possessor to the killing of a dearest friend. The entirety 
of ‘The Knight with Two Swords’ has worked to show this. But as with the death of Arthur 
                                                
28 See C. S. Lewis, “English Prose Morte,” pp. 21-2. How or if continuity should be a question 
inside of Malory’s Morte is a tricky issue, considering the evolving understanding of words like 
“separate,” “unified,” or even “continuity.” The idea of 20 films (with different directors) all 
sharing the same cinematic universe was unfathomable a decade ago, yet that is precisely what is 
happening with the Marvel series. Ultimately, Lewis’s argument that “we can read it now one 







himself, Gawain does not die until the end of Malory’s Arthurian legend, requiring the reader to 
remember prophecies from the beginning of the tale to make sense of its end.  
The final impact of prophecy in the tale of Balin is on how Malory’s story can be read or 
reread. As the characters will either not remember or else not heed the warnings of prophecy, it 
falls to the reader to keep the prophecies in mind as Malory’s protagonists march unavoidably to 
their fate. In the cases of Arthur and Lancelot, the payoff for the reader is separated from its first 
mention. This increases the potential value of engaging with Malory’s text not merely as eight 
separate stories, but as one larger tale about the rise and fall of Arthur and Lancelot. A unified 
Malory provides not just a heroic Sir Lancelot, but the son of a king whose prophetic origin, rise, 
and ultimate fall resembles Arthur’s. But the potential for such a reading does not indicate its 
value a priori. To understand the importance of reading Lancelot as a kingly figure — as an 
Arthurian king —the dual nature of kingship and its condition as a frequently fallen institution 

















 TEARS OF A HUMAN KING 
 
At first glance, the ‘Healing of Sir Urry’ is that tale which itself may be read a number of 
different ways. Both C. S. Lewis and Eugène Vinaver use the tale as evidence in their 
disputations in the Bennett-edited Essays on Malory, with each scholar interpreting Lancelot’s 
tears as evidence for a remorseful or joyful heart, respectively. Indeed, with this in mind, it 
seems equally possible to overlook the tale, coming at the end of the ‘Sir Lancelot and Queen 
Guinivere,” and just before the “Morte Darthur” itself. But not only does this tale serve as the 
connection between these two larger sections of Malory’s work, it also contains a number of 
significant points for the narrative positioning of Malory’s two kings on the eve of their doom. 
The tale, largely invented by Malory, inverts the trope of revealing the “beste knyght” by an act 
of healing (III.1146), reinforcing the separation of character arc between Lancelot and Galahad. 
It further reveals Lancelot as kingly by positioning him as both a physical and spiritual healer, as 
Lancelot simultaneously absolves Urry of the death of another knight while also healing him 
physically. Finally, the ‘Healing of Urry’ works as the first real resolution to the Arthurian 
prophecy of a king who will bring peace and healing to the realm. But before unpacking these 
points, a deeper understanding of earlier interpretations seems helpful in establishing a frame for 
reading this short narrative. 
As Ralph Norris notes in Malory’s Library, “The Final Episode of “The Tale of 
Launcelot and Guenevere”… has no known source but a number of partial analogues” (Norris 
136). The tale serves as “the final adventure before the fall of the Round Table,” seemingly in 






episode as “its hero’s first adventure,” showing “his chivalry to be superior to that of Arthur and 
his court” (137). Despite this potential analogue, the ‘Healing of Urry’ in Malory’s text has not 
been universally interpreted as a triumph for Lancelot. One of these arguments comes from C.S. 
Lewis, who describes the feat as a bittersweet proof of Lancelot’s status as the best knight in the 
world. Yet, “While all praise [Lancelot] to the skies, he can only weep like a beaten child. In 
him… the whole Round Table is failing; on it and him, as the result of his illicit love, the 
prophecies begin to be fulfilled” (“English” 20). The heaviest weight of Lewis’s argument rests 
on the idea of a unified text, where the Lancelot who failed to attain the Grail is also the knight 
kneeling beside Urry. And while Vinaver’s own paper responds directly to this interpretation,29 
the lead-up to this episode seems worth considering when attempting to understand not only 
Lancelot’s tears, but also his place in Malory’s text. 
Tears of Regret 
While it might seem initially harsh to say, the story of Lancelot is from the beginning one 
of insufficiency relative to offspring.30 This is initially foreshadowed in the name change from 
Galahad to Lancelot at the beginning of ‘The War with the Five Kings’ (I.126.7). However, a 
more appropriate contrast is set forward by Dorsey Armstrong in “Christianity and Social 
Instability: Malory’s Galahad, Palomides, and Lancelot,” where Ector’s eulogy is used to argue 
that “the contradictory use of the adjective “Christian” as a descriptor of a knight who has 
excelled in every knightly quest except the most spiritual…embodies the vexed relationship 
between religious and courtly ideals that plagues Malory’s Arthurian community” (Armstrong 
                                                
29	See Vinaver, “On Art and Nature,” p. 38. “tears —not, I think, of sorrow or contrition, but of 
joy and gratitude, flow down Lancelot’s face.” 
30 The point of insufficiency compared to offspring also applies to King Bayan (compared to 






122). The divide that Armstrong sees between the Christian and chivalric begins with Galahad: 
“Lancelot’s reputation… has been driven by his devotion to Queen Guinevere and his desire to 
achieve great feats of arms to honor her; the quest of the Holy Grail, only made possible and 
achieved only by Sir Galahad, has called his father’s very identity into question” (120). This is a 
point that Raluca Radulescu agrees with when arguing that “the narrative pattern of the 
Sankgreal is based on the comparison between the knights’ adventure and their personal 
revelations, contrasted to Glalahad’s, the epitome of the perfect Christian knight, and Lancelot’s, 
the best sinful knight” (Radulescu 286). Returning to Leah Haught’s original referencing of the 
two names, it seems that the mentioning of Galahad, at the first physical appearance of Lancelot, 
“links [Lancelot]… to the Grail quest and the possibility of sainthood” (Haught 168 emphasis 
added). However, sainthood is not immediately attainable for Lancelot, as ‘The tale of the 
Sankgreal’ shows.  
There are several ways to interpret Lancelot’s trials in ‘Sankgreal,’ with differing 
opinions on what lies at the heart of Lancelot’s test. Armstrong argues that “The values of 
Malory’s text simultaneously pull in two opposing directions —counterposing the ideal of a 
(limited) meritocracy of knightly skill and chivalric conduct with that of a state of spiritual 
perfection…Lancelot…best demonstrates this struggle between chivalric and religious ideals” 
(Armstrong 107-8). To this end, the trial that Lancelot endures, according to Armstrong, is a test 
of his ability to eschew knightly virtues (knightly fellowship and female presence) for more 
spiritual ones (attaining of the Grail).31 An alternative to this position comes in the form of 
Raluca Radulescu’s paper, “Lancelot and the Crisis of Arthurian Knighthood,” which initially 
agrees that Lancelot’s success or failure in “Sankgreal” is tied to his ability to eschew “past sins, 
                                                






mainly pride and adultery” (Radulescu 287). However, while Armstrong seems to center 
Lancelot’s shortcomings on his affair with Guinevere,32 Radulescu asserts that the “Lancelot of 
the ‘Sankgreal’… is less guilty for his return to Guenevere,” as “Lancelot’s love is less sternly 
condemned and the whole emphasis in the ‘Sankgreal’ is shifted from the sin of lust to the sin of 
excessive pride in his prowess” (289). For their argument, Radulescu emphasizes the structure of 
Lancelot’s journey through ‘Sankgreal’ to the ‘Healing of Sir Urry,’ forming “a tripartide 
structure” with a “collective religious beginning, individual knights’ attempts, Lancelot 
vindicated” (286). And while this argument begins at a religious failing (the sin of pride), 
Radulescu is clear in asserting that Lancelot’s “fault is social rather than moral, or spiritual; 
religion is a part of the chivalric rule and a break with it entails a break with the chivalric oath” 
(291). This position sets religious or spiritual breaches as a secondary or more superficial 
concern in Lancelot’s failure during and after ‘Sankgreal.’ Lancelot is not a bad knight because 
he sinned, and therefore needs to repent, but rather because he broke his knightly oath (a social 
breach) and needs to repent. 
There are several curious aspects to Radulescu’s argument, not the least of which being a 
sort of limited application of unity in scope of her argument. By only following Lancelot’s 
progressing from the beginning of the ‘Sankgreal’ to the end of ‘Urry,’ Radulescu permits the 
text to have unity while also discounting the significance of the earlier portions of Lancelot’s 
journey (namely the prophecies and Lancelot’s early triumphs). Looking back to Lancelot’s 
prophetic origins, it is easy to see that Lancelot is foretold not only as a powerful knight, but also 
as a great and inordinate lover (72.5-10; 97.29-32). His story is not one of community from the 
beginning of Malory’s epic, but as one who is destined to love another’s wife. To this end, it is 
                                                






important not only to recall the portion of Lancelot’s lament that Radulescu highlights (895.29-
33), but also his direct confession to the hermit, where he “tolde there the good man all hys lyff, 
and how he had loved a queen unmesurabely and oute of mesure long” (897.15-6). Radulescu’s 
limited vision of Lancelot’s character arc, while also hindering a full understanding of Malory’s 
whole text, further distorts the focal point of Lancelot’s character development. Certainly, the 
knight’s priorities are skewed in “undertaking battles for the sake of love, and… never thanking 
God for his success” (Radulescu 291), but the great tension of ‘Sir Lancelot and Queen 
Guinevere’ is the reignited romance, as the opening of the next notes:  
As the booke seyth, sir Launcelot began to resorte unto queen Gwenivere agayne 
and forgate the promise and the perfeccion that he made in the queste/ for… had 
nat sir Launcelot bene in his prevy thoughtes and in hys myndis so sette inwardly 
to the queen as he was in semynge outewarde to God, there had no knyght passed 
hym in the queste of the Sankgreall. (1045.10-6) 
The tension that Malory chooses to introduce is not one of knightly duty, but of continued 
adultery.33 And while this failure is certainly a breach of fellowship and chivalric duty to Arthur, 
Malory focuses on Lancelot’s failure as a breach of faith with God. This conflict is not resolved 
at the ‘Healing of Urry,’ as Malory reminds us of the infidelity the moment after Urry’s healing 
(1153.32-4). To that end, Armstrong’s position seems stronger, that the healing of Urry 
“demonstrates just how much the Grail Quest and Galahad’s presence have changed… Lancelot” 
(Armstrong 120). Lancelot’s arc is not complete at the ‘Healing of Urry;’ it is only reaching its 
disastrous climax.  
                                                
33 While it is possible to read the relationship between Guinevere and Lancelot as being a more 
wholesome courtly love (unconsummated), this reading seems less likely to me considering the 






Before continuing, it seems helpful to note a third interpretation on Lancelot’s tears by J. 
Cameron Moore that, like Armstrong, calls into question this moment of apparent triumph. 
According to Moore, “Lancelot’s…tears indicate something problematic; they are a clue that 
despite Lancelot’s outwards success, something is deeply wrong within him” (Moore 12). For 
Moore, the importance of this passages lies in the description that Malory places on the tears, as 
a “chylde that had bene beatyn” (1152.36). Moore takes this to mean that Lancelot’s “wonderful 
success in healing Urry becomes his own terrible punishment; as the whole court praises him for 
the holy deed, Lancelot is confronted with the depth of his own duplicity” (14). This ties the 
Urry episode more closely with the last lines of the tale as Malory prepares his reader for 
“Morte.” Even at its apparent highest point, Arthur’s court is falling into ruin, and its best knight 
knows it. 
The second difficulty in Radulescu’s argument is their marginalization of the spiritual in 
Lancelot’s development. This is seemingly a continuation of Vinaver’s commentary in Malory 
Works, where he writes that “The quest of the Grail was primarily an Arthurian adventure…not 
as a means of contrasting earthly and divine chivalry and condemning the former, but as an 
opportunity offered to the knights of the round table to achieve still greater glory in this world” 
(Works 1535). Indeed, Vinaver goes on to assert that “throughout the story Malory is primarily 
concerned with ‘erthly worship’, not with any higher purpose, and his one desire seems to be to 
secularize the Grail theme as much as the story will allow” (1535). Beyond the more immediate 
connection between Vinaver and Radulescu  — the emphasis on reading Lancelot’s journey 
through the ‘Sankgreal’ in terms of earthly fellowship  — it is important to notice how both 
Vinaver and Radulescu downplay the significance of the sacred in Malory’s text. For both, 






already been partly brought into question, however, by the recognition of how important 
prophecy is to the beginning of Malory’s text, but in this moment, it is important to see that in 
fact the sacred is not deemphasized at all. Indeed, in both the case of Vinaver and Radulescu, the 
tendency towards reading Le Morte as a more secular text seems to connect (at least 
coincidentally) with a preference for venerating Lancelot. These arguments emphasize the praise 
heaped on Lancelot as the pinnacle of chivalry,34 but as Lewis argues, “every word said in praise 
of Lancelot as a good knight ‘of a sinful man’… serves all the more to drive home the moral of 
the whole story, makes it all the clearer that with the Quest we have entered a region where even 
what is best and greatest by the common standards of the world ‘falls into abatement and low 
price’” (Lewis 19). The categorizing of Lancelot as the best sinful knight, much like Gawain in 
Gawain and the Green Knight35 or Arthur as a member of the Nine Worthies, ultimately doesn’t 
divorce him from a spiritual frame of reference. He remains separate from Galahad in name and 
accomplishments, but Galahad is still the gold standard that Malory compares Lancelot to from 
the beginning. In this context, it is easy to see the whole of the Round Table failing even in the 
moment of its outward triumph. Yet as with Radulescu and the emphasis for a secular-centric 
Malory, it is important to question the claims by Armstrong and the more sacred-centric position, 
for while they do importantly call attention back to the strong religious themes of the text, they 
also miss several important components in their judgement of Lancelot and chivalry.   
 
 
                                                
34 See Radulescu “Lancelot and the Crisis” p. 293 and the “vindication of Lancelot;” Vinaver 
Malory Works p. 1536 and the “rehabilitation of Lancelot.” 
35 See Gerland Morgan in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and the Idea of Righteousness. 
Morgan argues that Gawain, “deserves his reputation as the best, but even the best remain 






Tears of Joy 
Returning to Armstrong, it is important to both recognize the strengths of her argument as 
well as the implicit temptation to oversimplify Lancelot’s arc. This is visible in Armstrong’s 
case, when she asserts that the arrival of Galahad, the perfect embodiment of sacred chivalry, 
“has seemingly come to court only to participate in the Grail Quest. In an ironic move, this quest 
will break and scatter the fellowship” (Armstrong 118). This supplanting of the former order  — 
a perfect knight coming to render all past chivalry moot  — certainly plays into Armstrong’s 
assessment of Lancelot in the Urry episode. According to Armstrong, in the last triumph before 
the fall of Arthur’s court, Lancelot “expresses humility lacking in [his] character prior to the 
Grail Quest. Compelled finally by the direct order of his king… Lancelot agrees to attempt the 
healing but again expresses his unfitness to do so, no matter how much he might wish to cure the 
wounded knight” (120). For Armstrong, the healing of Urry is a bright moment for Lancelot  — 
a sign of fruit that is not perfect or complete, leading to the famous tears that foreshadow how 
“Lancelot is unable to adhere wholly to this new definition of knighthood; at the end of the 
text… he seeks to re-create courtly society of his own” (121). Armstrong sees the relationship 
between Lancelot and Guinevere as a symptom of Lancelot clinging to a secular identity, 
clinging to the identity of Lancelot instead of the perfection achieved by his first name and son. 
He fails to give up Guinevere, fails to give up the secular chivalric model, and ultimately 
Arthur’s court pays the price. 
The danger in Armstrong’s position, much like the danger in attempting to read strict 
dichotomies onto Malory’s text, is that it continues the dispute set out by Vinaver between the 
secular and the sacred as mutually exclusive and opposing forces. For Armstrong, “the Round 






structure, only to discover that these two identities are often  — but not always  — mutually 
exclusive” (122). This position seemingly is what inspires Armstrong to describe Lancelot’s 
death as a final “inability to break free from the secular chivalric ideals that were the foundation 
of his career” (121). Armstrong’s opinion seems to overreach by implying that Lancelot still is 
romantically in love with Guinevere. As Karen Cherewatuk notes, Lancelot sobs on the tombs of 
Arthur and Guinevere both, as “he cannot work satisfaction sufficient to expiate sin committed 
against his lord and lady” (Cherewatuk 70). This at least calls into question the position that 
Lancelot’s only grief is the loss of his lady and his own dream of becoming a king of his own 
court. Beyond that, Lancelot is fully exonerated when he is taken into heaven at the end of his 
life.36 Despite his shortcomings, the hermit bishop declares that he saw “mo angellis than I sawe 
men in one day. And I sawe the angellys heve up syr Launcelot unto heven, and the yates of 
heven opened ayenst hym” (1258. 8-10).  
The final evaluation of Lancelot as a character must, therefore, fall somewhere in 
between these two pronouncements. Lancelot is more than the depraved knight that Armstrong 
sees, yet not nearly so justified as the Vinaverians would prefer. Returning to the original 
dissimilarities between Lancelot and Galahad, it seems necessary to add a third point beyond 
Lancelot, which serves as the absolute extreme or even a prelude to the events that Lancelot will 
himself work through. This is easily done when looking back to the tale of Balin, a knight who 
Ralph Norris describes as “the central figure in a tragedy that mirrors the larger tragedy of the 
fall of Camelot” (Norris 55). Echoing what has already been argued, Norris describes Balin as a 
classically tragic hero who “must make a tragic choice that is dictated by his harmartia” (58). 
According to Norris, this begins when “he keeps the sword that only he can draw. At this 
                                                






moment… Balin’s fate is sealed…” (58). Contrasting Balin to Lancelot’s journey in the 
‘Sankgreal,’ it is important to notice that the sword which dooms Balin also calls out to Lancelot. 
Again cast as the distinguisher of greatness, Arthur tells Lancelot to take the sword, as he is 
surely the best knight in the world (856.16-9). However, Lancelot rightly judges himself 
unworthy, and notes that “who that assayth to take hit and faylith of that swerde, he shall nat be 
longe hole afftir” (856.23-5). As with Balin’s case, there’s a danger in holding onto a measure of 
greatness. For Lancelot, the danger lies in potentially failing to claim the sword  — for striving 
to retain his hold on the title of best knight. By refusing to attempt the sword, Lancelot willingly 
relinquishes his title (which Galahad will take on), but only temporarily. As Stephen Atkinson 
points out regarding the ‘Healing of Urry,’ “The exchange between Arthur and Lancelot echoes 
that between Arthur and Gawain when the floating stone first appeared at Camelot…as on the 
earlier occasion, when Arthur disregarded Lancelot’s warnings against any unworthy knight 
touching the sword, so here Arthur and Lancelot bring very different standards to bear” 
(Atkinson 346). In both cases, the danger for the unworthy knight lies in claiming what does not 
belong to them.37 Indeed, the very act of reclamation of the title by Lancelot  — the healing of 
Urry  — may be ready as a partial judgement. As Atkinson notes, “Lancelot weeps because what 
is to the court a great triumph seems to him a stinging rebuke. As evidence of God’s mercy, both 
                                                
37 It is possible, though only partially, to argue that Malory extends this danger onto other 
knights who attempt the healing and sword drawing feats. For the sword, Gawain, at the 
command of Arthur, attempts to draw the sword out from the stone, and after failing, Lancelot 
warns him that “thys swerde shall touche you so sore that ye wolde nat ye had sette youre honed 
thereto” (857.11-13). And while Arthur repents of asking Gawain to attempt the sword (858.15), 
he also asks Sir Percival to attempt the weapon as well (who also fails). As for the healing of 
Urry, Atkinson notes how Malory creates a sort of catalogue of knights of the table, and “at the 
beginning of the list, Malory juxtaposes the rosters of Gawain’s kin and Lancelot’s, underlining 
the rivalry…which will destroy the court in the eight [tale]” (Atkinson 345). In both moments, 






to Urry and to himself, the healing brings home to Lancelot the supreme benevolence of the 
power he has rebelled against” (349). In retaking his position as the greatest knight, Lancelot 
simultaneously has moved past and repeated the failures of Balin.  
The relationship between Lancelot and Balin also serves to bring Arthur and Lancelot 
closer together. Norris notes that, “in Malory…the plots of Balin’s and Arthur’s stories [are] 
parallel in outline. Both heroes begin their stories with the winning of a special sword, which 
only he can draw; both are led and aided by Merlin; both act with the noblest of motives; both 
rashly kill innocent people; and in the end, both are unable to prevent the destruction that their 
mistakes have made possible” (62). In both cases, fate itself conspires against the tragic hero, and 
Robert Kelly describes as an old dispensation in contrast to the dispensation manifest in 
Galahad’s perfect fortune — an old and new testament.38 According to Kelly, “Arthur’s 
adventures… consistently give evidence of human frailty and moral weakness. Although Arthur 
may appear in some instances as an analogue of Christ, his life for the most part is contaminated 
by mischance and evil” (Kelly 18). Comparing this description to the events immediately 
following the ‘Healing of Sir Urry,’ it is possible to see the tragic fate again play out as one 
mischance necessitates the next. Immediately after healing Urry, Malory tells us that Sir 
Aggravayne begins to watch Lancelot and Guinevere, looking to catch the two in order to “put 
hem bothe to a rebuke and a shame” (1153.32-4). This watch leads to the discovery of Lancelot 
and Guinevere together and the subsequent battle (1165-8), necessitating the trial of Guinevere 
for treason and Lancelot killing Sir Gareth (1177-8), which ultimately leads to the breaking of 
the Round Table in the first war between Arthur and Lancelot (1183). Again echoing Aktinson, it 
seems possible to read the healing as both mercy and judgment. The achievement is an 
                                                






affirmation of Lancelot — an elevating him as a conduit for mercy to a sinful and wounded 
knight. It is also what leads to the collapse of Camelot.39  
In regards to mercy, however, Atkinson’s point seems useful as a starting point to 
examine how Lancelot not only performs aspects of the healing quest, but also inverts them in 
partial fulfilment of a kingly role as healer and Christ figure. According to Vinaver, the quest, 
which he calls the Waste Land story, contains “four main elements which occur in many 
different combinations: a miraculous weapon (a lance or sword), a wound inflicted upon a king 
or a knight (the Dolorous Stroke, or…’Dolerous blow’), the devastation of the land, and finally 
the healing of the wound” (Rise 57). Pertinent to this discussion, Vinaver notes how Malory’s 
Balin and Galahad work together to fulfill the four points of this story, with Balin wounding 
King Pellam with the Spear of Longinus and bringing ruin both onto the castle and the 
surrounding lands (such that they are called the blighted lands), until Galahad comes heals 
Pellam with the Holy Grail (60-1). As the Urry healing relates to this trope, Atkinson links the 
two when arguing that “it is Galahad who, as the best knight of the world… heals King 
Mordrayns and then the Maimed King, two healings most immediately recalled at this point by 
the plight of Sir Urry” (Atkinson 342). But looking at the two knights whom Vinaver recalls 
specifically in his description, it is possible to again see the two opposite forces that so 
completely define Lancelot’s struggle throughout Malory’s Arthurian legend.  
                                                
39 J. Cameron Moore seems to argue the same point when he writes that “[Lancelot’s] wonderful 
success in healing Urry becomes his own terrible punishment; as the whole court praises him for 
the holy deed, Lancelot is confronted with the depth of his own duplicity. Thus Malory begins 
the ‘Lancelot and Guenevere’ section with a statement of Lancelot’s outward seeming and 







Regarding the four points that Vinaver brings up, the easiest to spot can be found in Urry 
himself as the fulfillment of the wounded knight trope, coming to court with seven magical 
wounds that leave him maimed and bedridden (1145.12-4, 17-20). Kenneth Hodges notes the 
significance of these wounds in “Haunting Pieties: Malory’s use of Chivalric Christian Exempla 
after the Grail.” There, he argues that, “The seven unhealing wounds… can be taken as symbols 
of the seven deadly sins, and the quest for healing parallels the quests for forgiveness and peace” 
(40). More significantly, Hodges observes that the placement is “reminiscent of the doctrine that 
people sin in three ways, in word, in heart, and in deed” (41). While not himself wounded by a 
miraculous weapon, Urry’s wounds are still magical in that the mother of Sir Alpheus (the knight 
who Urry killed) has cursed Urry (1145.15-20). Regarding the wounds themselves, however, 
Hodges argues that since readers may not have any interest in Urry’s soul, “his wounds probably 
function as the visible signs of the sins of either Launcelot or the whole of Arthur’s court” 
(Hodges 43). There is an immediate point of contention in what Hodges reads as an unimportant 
Urry. Malory introduces Urry and his rival Alpheus by saying that “Sir Urry…and Sir Alpheus 
encountred togydirs for very envy” (1145.8-9). As with the opening and closing of the whole of 
‘Sir Lancelot and Lady Guinevere,’ where the section is bookended with references to potential 
infidelity, so the ‘Healing of Sir Urry’ is both caused by and the cause of envy. Urry is in need of 
healing for the sin of envy between himself and Alpheus (in regards to the gaining of worship) 
(1145.4-5), while Sir Aggravayne begins to search for a way to shame Lancelot immediately 
after the healing because of envy for the knight’s incredible success (1153.32-4). Seemingly, the 
knight’s spiritual condition cannot be easily dismissed as irrelevant. Urry’s jealous longing for 
glory serves at the very least as a symmetrical device — foreshadowing the envy that will lead to 






importance to Urry’s wounds as they relate to Urry himself. As Robert Kelly argues in “Wounds, 
Healing, and Knighthood in Malory’s Tale of Lancelot and Guenevere,” “In Malory’s Sankgreal, 
humility and healing are repeatedly associated with true knighthood, and pride and wounding (or 
being wounded) with false knighthood” (“Wounds” 179).40 This idea reinforces the possibility of 
Urry’s wounds being significant for their own sake as Malory draws out jealousy as an important 
driving force in the fall of the Round Table. More importantly, Kelly’s reading of humility as a 
knightly virtue also suggests a deeper understanding of Lancelot’s role in this story. 
In thinking of the community which surrounds him (outwardly at the very least), Lancelot 
avoids the same sin that afflicts Urry, and becomes an almost Christlike figure. Regarding the 
first, Kelly correctly notes points out that Lancelot (at least outwardly) displays humility in his 
protest against healing Urry and “again when he prays that he may be able to help Urry” (177). 
This virtue, while overstated by the Vinaverians as a full justification for Lancelot following his 
failures in the ‘Sankgreal,’ nevertheless has to be acknowledged as a success for the knight in 
avoiding the sins of his peers. It shows, as Atkinson points out, a remembrance of “the allegory 
behind the tournament of the black and white knights — which Lancelot, significantly, entered 
“in incresyng of hys shevalry” (931.25)” (Atkinson 347). Indeed, just as the wounding points to 
sins committed, so the healing elevates Lancelot, or as Kelly puts it, “Lancelot approximates his 
son as healer, rather than foreshadowing him” (166-7). The approximation, rather than 
foreshadowing, seems to be a nod to the positioning of Galahad’s and Lancelot’s healings  — the 
latter coming well after Galahad has died and been carried to Heaven. But it seems that, if 
                                                
40 As with Hodges, there is a point to disagree with regarding Kelly’s argument that Lancelot’s 
primary struggle is in regards to humility (the old Vinaverian line). Certainly, while Lancelot 
indeed struggles with humility, this is not the exclusive or primary struggle that the knight faces 






Galahad is indeed a Christ figure in Malory’s Morte, Lancelot’s own positioning is itself an 
approximation of Christlike kingship.  
Tears of Pain 
In order to parse out Lancelot’s approximation of Galahad, it is first important to recall 
how the Wasteland story begins (which leads to the relevant moment of Galahad’s divine 
healing). In ‘The Knight with Two Swords,’ Sir Balin murders Garlon after the latter slaps him 
in the middle of a feast (84:1-14). This act of rage and pride is mirrored by King Pellam, who 
rises “fersely” (84.20), and chases Balin through the castle (84.27-85.2) until the latter finds of 
the Spear of Longinus and the wounds the king (which causes the kingdom to fall into ruin) 
(85.2-15). It is important to notice that Balin and Pellam both act out of rage. Both share 
responsibility for the sin that destroys Pellam’s kingdom, even though Balin is the one who uses 
the Spear of Longinus to strike the Dolorous Stroke (84.7). These events are mirrored in the 
wounding of Urry, not only because both the victim and perpetrator of the wounding are 
responsible for the same sinful act, but because the act of wounding or being wounded is again 
paired with pride and unknightly (or more properly in Pellam’s case, unkingly) behavior.41 
Galahad healing Pellam, likewise, becomes both the removal of the physical problem and the 
spiritual guilt which caused it. Malory tells us that after being healed, the king “leffte the worlde 
                                                
41 Two counterarguments seem obvious to this point, first that the moment in ‘The knight with 
Two Swords,’ is not bound by the Sankgreal/post-Sankgreal moral systems, and that the stretch 
between unknightly and unkingly is too great. Regarding the latter, a degree of patience must be 
begged for, as the third chapter will more thoroughly examine the notion of what kingly behavior 
may be understood as. It is also important to recall that almost every king that Malory shows 
(Arthur included) acts within or is bound by chivalric duty, giving the impression that the 
concept of chivalry Is less a knight-specific binding and more an expectation for all noble males. 
As for the wounding of Pellam and its placement, the point of a unified Morte again seems 
important to recall, as Malory deliberately brings up the Sankgreal immediately after the castle 






and yelded hymselffe to a place of religion of whyght monkes, and was a full holy man” 
(1031.13-5), suggesting a spiritual purity coming with physical wholeness. Immediately 
following the healing of the Maimed King, Galahad is instructed to take the Sankgreal on a ship 
to the city of Sarras, where he is eventually crowned king (1032.29-30, 1034.4-9). The 
significance of this episode is twofold. First, Galahad and the Holy Grail are kept apart from 
Arthur’s kingdom because “he ys nat served nother worshipped to hys right by hem of thys 
londe, for they be turned to evyll lyvyng” (1030.26-8). This rejection of Arthur’s Camelot fits 
well with Kelly’s pronouncement of an old and new testament, as “in addition to the obvious 
associations of Galahad with Christ, there are Old Testament allusions linking Arthur’s reign to 
the Hebrew monarchy” (Kelly 14). Galahad’s possession of the Grail (a vessel that behaves 
almost similar to the Ark of the Covenant, in that only those who are spiritually pure may 
approach it)42 seems to complete his separation from Arthur’s court as the spiritually pure is 
distanced from the spiritually impure.43  
Second, both Galahad and Lancelot ascend into ruling positions immediately after their 
act of healing. And while the sequence of healing and rulership might appear coincidental to the 
                                                
42 See Leviticus 16:15 (ESV). In the Old Testament tradition, only after the High Priest had 
presented a bull as a sin offering could he enter the veil between the Holy and Most Holy place. 
There is further reason to imply that the Holy Grail has a link to the Ark in that both are deadly 
for those who attempt to touch/handle it improperly (see 2 Samuel 6:6-7). The Ark is described 
as the place where God meets the people (Exodus 25:22), while the tabernacle (the first holy 
place for the people of Israel) is described as the where the presence of God rests (Exodus 40:34-
8). This seems especially in keeping with what Karen Cherewatuk asserts when associating the 
Grail with the Eucharist, or the body of Christ sacrificed for human sin (Cherewatuk 68). 
43 For his own part, Lancelot is told not to enter into the same room as the Grail (1015.20-2), and 
is struck down when he disobeys this command (1016.7-11). This contrast is interesting, as 
seems to imply that Lancelot has not been fully cleansed of his confessed wrongdoing. Indeed, 
Cherewatuk argues that Lancelot’s post-Grail journey is one of penance that is not complete until 







modern gaze, it is important to recall that healing was at one time accepted as a kingly trait. In 
his description of a speech by Brother Francis on behalf of Edward III, Marc Bloch in The Royal 
Touch observes that a king’s rightful position was proven by marvelous feats like not being 
devoured by lions or miraculously healing the infirm (Bloch 1). According to Bloch, while such 
claims were more a formality prior to open warfare, “even the most sceptical [person] in the 
fourteenth century were hardly inclined to doubt what was known from experience — that every 
true king of France — or of England for that matter — was capable of such marvels” (2). Bloch, 
who dates the first certain reference to kingly healing to the eleventh century with King Robert 
the Pious, brings two valuable points to the forefront of the early French example of kingly 
touch. First, “it was recalled that his [King Louis] father and predecessor Philip I… had 
exercised this power before him; and was said that he had subsequently lost it” (15). The power 
to heal, then, was a sacred act, tied to the king’s relationship with God. It was also a sign of the 
king’s position and right to rule, a trope repeated in England with Henry II. According to Bloch, 
“scrofula44 was Henry II’s specialty. His healing power was not personal, but belonged to his 
function, for it was as king that he had this wonder-working gift” (22). In performing a 
miraculous healing, both Galahad and Lancelot do more than succeed in a chivalric quest. While 
Urry’s wounds are said to be only healable by the best knight (1145.19), the act of miraculous 
healing also serves as proof of divine favor, especially as related to rulers. But while Lancelot is 
successful in the test of kingly worthiness, he still falls short of his son’s holiness. 
In Galahad’s case, the knight’s last adventures seemingly fit into the 12th century political 
theory that Ernst Kantorowciz describes as “persona mixta...represented chiefly by bishop and 
                                                
44 Bloch defines scrofula in this context as likely being connected to bubonic plague. The letter 
Bloch quotes, written by the cleric Peter of Blois, states that Henry was responsible for the 






king, and where the “mixture” referred to the blending of spiritual and secular powers and 
capacities united in one person” (Kantorowicz 43).45 Taken from the Norman Anonymous, the 
theory provides a framework for Galahad acting in both a sacred and secular fashion, first as 
Galahad again heals the physical ailments of an old cripple at the gates of the city (1033.3-12), 
then absolves the tyrant king of his sin (wrongful imprisonment of guests) (1033.25-33). After 
the king dies, Galahad is crowned king by popular demand, and seemingly acts out this kingship 
by touring his land and overseeing the construction of a golden chest to cover the silver table 
where he prays daily for a year (1034.4; 6-9). In Galahad, political and religious authority 
seemingly rest in balance, and indeed he enacts what Kantorowicz describes as post-advent 
Christus, that is, the “shadows” of Christ who are “literally the “actor” or “impersonator” of 
Christ  — who on the terrestrial stage presented the living image of the two-natured God, even 
with regard to the two unconfused natures” (47). This impersonating is hardly a stretch for the 
character of Galahad, as Larry Benson notes that “the Christ-like aspect of Galahad emerges as 
clearly from Malory’s text as from the Queste, perhaps more clearly, since Malory’s Galahad is 
even less worldly than the French” (Benson 216). Indeed, Charles Moorman, in his paper, ““The 
                                                
45 It is important to acknowledge that Kantorowicz dates persona mixta back to the 12th century 
(see page 42-3), with other political theories regarding a dual-natured kingship manifesting up to 
and past the presumed time of Sir Thomas Malory. However, Malory seems to specifically focus 
on Galahad’s Christ-like identity  — highlighting his perfection in comparison to his fallen 
counterparts. To again reference Kelly’s Old and New Testament argument would be, at this 
point, redundant.  
Beyond the Christine element suggesting this older vision of mixed nature in kingship, it is 
important to recall as Ryan Muckerheide does in “The English Law of Treason in Malory’s Le 
Morte Darthur,” that Malory was both seemingly aware of older political and legal traditions, 
but was more than willing to employ them in his narrative (see Muckerheide, pp. 49-51). This 
contrasts against Elizabeth Pochoda’s application of the twinned persons theory set forth by 
Kantorowciz in her text, Arthurian Propaganda (see p. 31 & 36). That Malroy is applying an 
older version of the theory seems plausible considering his concerns are (by art or nature) often 






Tale of the Sankgreall”: Human Frailty”, writes that “Malory…regularly elevates and 
dehumanizes Galahad in his adaptation of the French Book” (Moorman 196). While Moorman 
doesn’t go as far as Benson to argue for a Christ-like appearance, the perception by Moorman is 
that Galahad is somewhat pointless. This seems fitting, but only so far as Galahad is not actively 
compared to other characters.46 
In contrast to Galahad’s final adventure, Lancelot’s journey after the healing of Urry is 
almost an exact inversion. While Pellam becomes a monk, Urry remains in sinful Camelot and is 
made a knight of the Round Table (1153.20-1). Lancelot does not seem to respond to the healing 
beyond his tears, as he goes back to the queen’s chamber when Arthur is away on a hunt, 
showing that the knight not only lingers in the location of his apparent wrongdoing, but 
predictably in the act itself (1164.6-19). Instead of bringing further healings, Lancelot kills a 
knight to take his armor and escape Aggravane’s trap (1167.24-5), and kills to defend the life of 
Guinevere (again, defending her regardless of her guilt or innocence) (1178.1-5). And just as 
Galahad becomes a king, so Lancelot draws together knights and lords, becoming a rival to 
Arthur (1178-15-19; 1187.8-14). In all of this, Lancelot’s actions are tactical and chivalric, yet 
they increasingly show autonomy from and parity with Arthur. The second war which Lancelot 
and Arthur find themselves in ultimately leads to the rebellion of Mordred, causing the complete 
desolation of Arthur’s kingdom (1228.1-4). And while Lancelot also devotes his last days to 
                                                
46 Moorman complains about this very idea, describing Galahad as little more than “a symbol” 
for his role as “a heavenly knight, sent to Arthur to accomplish only this one mission, and, by 
example, to reveal the inadequacies of the other knights and of the secular civilization which 
they represent” (196). For Moorman, Galahad is merely a symbol of what Arthur and his knights 
were supposed to be — an enactment of judgment. But this view only sees Lancelot as the 
singularly important character of the Sankgreal; in such a light, Galahad can be nothing if not 






prayer, they are pleas for forgiveness at the graves of Arthur and Guinevere (1257.6-7).47 
Lancelot’s positioning, while following after Galahad’s own journey, nevertheless fails to live up 
his accomplishments in any way beyond the first miraculous healing. Lancelot again has more in 
common with Arthur, who Kelly describes, in relation to Galahad, “as Old Testament precursor 
is to New Testament fulfillment” (Kelly 10). In all of these inversions, then, Lancelot falls back 
into the Old Testament foreshadowing of Christ — the christi who are “the anointed kings of the 
Old Testament, who have been foreshadowing the advent of the true royal Christus, the Anointed 
of Eternity” (Kantorowicz 46). As knight or king, the comparison to Galahad remains 
unflattering for Lancelot, and intentionally so. The point of Malory’s ‘Healing of Sir Urry’ has 
less to do with redeeming Lancelot’s reputation; it serves to set him up for his most complete 
failure to live up to his original naming. And yet, despite this, it is possible to see Lancelot as 
more than just a character to be looked down on after falling short of being a perfect imitation of 
perfect kingship.  
Lewis’s vision of Lancelot weeping takes on a deeper meaning with this kingly 
perspective in place. Lancelot indeed has some glimpse of his own shortcomings in this 
miraculous healing; he may feel relief at momentarily escaping the consequences of his illicit 
love. But it is not coincidental that Lewis links this moment to Oedipus, or that he says “the 
whole of the Round Table is failing” through its greatest knight (“English” 20). In this moment 
when he outwardly mirrors his Christ-like son, Lancelot is compromised by his relationship with 
Guinevere. He has wittingly or unwittingly followed Arthur in being an imperfect foreshadowing 
of Christ.  
 
                                                







 SALVATION OF A KING 
 
In his commentary on “The Quest of the Holy Grail,” Eugene Vinaver makes the striking 
assertion that “when it comes to assess Lancelot’s virtues and vices [Malory] finds himself 
unable to follow either the spirit or the letter of the French,” given his main goal to “rehabilitate 
Lancelot” (1536). Vinaver interprets the changes Malory made to earlier French sources as proof 
of two points: that Malory intended to create a superlative knight, and that this goal required him 
to downplay the spiritual aspects of the story, creating a more “Arthurian” (as Vinaver puts it) 
text (1536). But as chapter two has already argued, rather than suppressing the spiritual tradition 
of the Arthurian legends, Malory plays into this tradition. He accentuates the similarities between 
Lancelot and Arthur down to their shortcomings as spiritual figures in comparison to the 
messianic Galahad, and then closes his text with both Arthur and Lancelot ascending to Heaven 
as heroes. This leads to the question of if or how Malory (and later Caxton in his preface) could 
understand the Morte as a triumph for Lancelot or Arthur. Did Malory intend to rehabilitate 
either character? And how does the idea of reading Lancelot as a king play into the question of 
his ultimate moral standing?  
Just as it is easy to dismiss the moral failings of Lancelot (as Vinaver seems to do to 
some degree), it is also easy to say that the knight is a moral failure — to stop reading at his 
inability to escape Galahad’s perfect shadow. But a third option is available when reading 
Lancelot as a sort of repetition of Arthur’s own narrative arc. To understand this option, a closer 






expectations for the ideal king, and finally how the spiritual and secular aspects of Malory’s text 
coalesce into a story that deliberately sets itself apart from chroniclers of Malory’s time. 
Worthy Kingship 
The opening lines to Caxton’s preface advance a very clear sales pitch for Arthur and 
Malory’s text. Arthur is descried as “the moost renomed crysten kyng, first and chyef of the thre 
best crysten, and worthy… whyche ought moost to be remembered emonge us Englysshemen 
tofore al other crysten kynges” (cxliii.8-11). Even allowing for a degree of promotion or good 
salesmanship, Caxton’s description here works to set Arthur in a very positive light, specifically 
as a virtuous king. But as Elizabeth Pochoda argues in Arthurian Propaganda, this view of 
Arthur is paired with “a certain ambivalence on Malory’s part towards the legendary material 
which he so “devotedly” resurrected” (Pochoda xi).48 Analysis on what Pochoda calls thematic 
content or concerns often attempts to align with Caxton’s preface, and read Malory’s chivalry as 
“idealistic or essentially practical,” or at the very least as “an essential good” (20). This un-ironic 
vision of Arthur’s Camelot (and by extension of Arthur himself) finds a more recent voice in 
statements like the one Mark Allen uses in “The Image of Arthur and the Idea of King,” where 
he states that, “Arthur is kingship; he is the representative figure of the idea of king for Anglo-
American culture” (Allen 1).49 A counter to Allen’s view, though not directly, comes from 
Pochoda, who notes that, “Caxton had peculiar tastes and interests of his own which may have 
led him to establish this moral reading of Malory,” and “the manuscripts which Caxton published 
throughout his career demonstrate that his taste was antiquarian” (Pochoda 20). Pochoda’s own 
                                                
48 See also Arthurian Propoganda, p. 3, & 25. 
49 It should be acknowledged that Allen himself seems more interested in Arthurian literature as 
a broad topic (rather than focusing on Malory exclusively). That said, he does justify his points 
through Morte on several occasions, lending a vision of Arthurian writing that, according to him, 






reading seems to lean more towards a pessimistic vision, as she notes earlier the “hints of 
apocalyptic thinking which run through the story and are reinforced by the author’s individual 
sense of history” (6).50 In response to this, Laura Bedwell criticizes Pochoda as a scholar 
captivated by “The rosy glow surrounding Arthurian justice [that] is not confined to the general 
public” (Bedwell 3).51 For her own part, Bedwell asserts that “Arthur and his knights regularly 
fail to uphold justice in the realm of Camelot — and the failure of justice leads directly to the 
destruction of the kingdom itself” (4). For both Bedwell and Allen, kingship as a concept is 
connected to the society constructed around the title. Bedwell sees Arthurian society as flawed 
because Arthur and his knights are unjust; Allen sees Arthur himself as the epitome of kingship 
because of the noble characters that surround him (Allen 7). The difference in these readings 
goes past the character to the title of king itself. Unless Arthurian kingship is understood 
properly, reading Lancelot as a king will not resolve the dissonance present in current readings. 
This means that, for the idea of a kingly Lancelot to do any good, the political vision of kingship 
in Morte needs to come into sharper relief. 
The Caxton preface mentions Arthur as one of the Nine Worthies, one of nine great kings 
or conquerors who are categorized either as pagan (Hector, Alexander, and Caesar), Jewish 
(Joshua, David, and Judas Maccabaeus), or Christian (Arthur, Charlemagne, and Godfrey of 
Bouillon) (clviii.9-35). Going beyond their status as great figures of either historical or legendary 
                                                
50 Raluca Radulescu, in “Malory and Fifteenth-Century Political Ideas” argues that Pochoda 
tends towards the idealist camp (see page 37), however this reading seems somewhat unfair. 
Pochoda is criticizing the attempt to treat Malory’s version of Arthurian chivalric culture as a 
perfect ideal, and argues that “Arthur and his Round Table seems to have failed to fulfill this role 
for the very reasons that it at first appeared so promising” (Pochoda 57).  
51 As nearly as I can tell, Bedwell’s criticism of Pochoda follows Radulescu’s (see note 50). 
However, this is the only point in which she comments on Arthurian Propoganda, so to 






origins, William Kuskin notes how “often… the exemplary meanings change with the categories 
of pagan, Jew, and Christian. So that the Pagan Worthies tell of bad fortune… while the Jewish 
and Christian Worthies are positive examples” (Kuskin 514). Importantly, the worthies 
themselves can represent a meaning outside of their specific category, as Kuskin observes that 
Caesar does not fall tragically in Les Voeux du Paon (514).52 This last possibility, that a king 
would not necessarily have a positive ending in accordance with his specific category, fits well 
with Malory’s Arthur, a figure who Pochoda describes as “the promise of perfection…unfulfilled 
even in the lives of kings. This is the emotional and spiritual message which one gets from every 
version of the Arthurian story” (Pochoda 33). As the unfulfilled promise relates to Malory, 
Pochoda goes on to say that while “Arthurian materials had long been a testament not only to 
what might have been but also to what men still hoped might be…the final tragedy of Malory’s 
Morte is its picture of Arthur desolate and cut off” (34).53 Implicit in Caxton’s evocation of 
Arthur’s status as worthy, and explicit in Pochoda’s description, is the same idea. While 
Christian kingship is typically seen positively, Arthur’s own story always ends with his death 
and the ruin of his kingdom (which complicates Allen’s claim of ideal kingship).54 However, 
                                                
52 Kuskin uses Les Voeux du Paon as the origin point for at least the division of the Nine 
Worthies into the categories of pagan, Jewish, and Christian, and as the example text of this 
trope.  
53 Associating Pachoda’s assessment with the Worthies comes by way of the Alliterative Morte 
Arthure, a text that both P. J. C. Field and Ralph Norris cite as one of Malory’s sources (see 
Texts and Sources 37; Norris 29). As summarized by Mary Hamel in “The Dream of a King,” 
“fortune has turned against the king, and he will fall within five years… The eight kings…are the 
Worthies, pagan, Jew, and Christian, and he is the ninth” (Hamel 299). To the informed 
Arthurian reader, then, invoking the Nine Worthies would have a strange flavor to it, as Arthur’s 
position as a worthy wasn’t entirely a positive association. 
54 One could say, as Ruth Lexton does in “Kingship in Malory’s Morte,” that Caxton himself 
follows the position of Arthur as an ideal figure (see page 175, specifically). However, this either 
requires a gross ignorance of Arthurian myth on Caxton’s part, or else a complete glossing over 






Pochoda’s point also remains: that Malory is dealing with an Arthurian tradition that “cannot fail 
to be a model of social cohesion, since its underlying but unexamined assumption is that the 
ideal of personal perfection is coincidental with social fulfillment” (Pochoda x). Malory takes an 
Arthur who is still the longed-for king — what people look back on and hope for to one degree. 
The status of “worthy” also problematizes Bedwell’s initial assumption, and it raises the question 
of what that ideal kingship was supposed to look like. But to delve deeper into this question, a 
closer examination of Malory’s historical period is critical. 
Ideal Kingship 
While the exact identity of Thomas Malory remains one of the harder mysteries in 
Malorian studies, the inability to specifically identify the knight has not thwarted all attempts to 
comprehend the Morte’s contextual background. As Ruth Lexton observes, “The Morte Darthur 
coincided in England with the culmination of almost a century of contested kingship, usurpation, 
civil ruin, and loss” (Lexton 174). Inspired by a desire to “place Malory’s rendering of 
kingship…in the contemporary discourse within which it was written,” Lexton argues that 
Malory’s Arthur “bears the indelible stamp of fifteenth-century English modes of thought,” 
while “mounting a tacit but persistent critique of Arthurian kingship” (174-5). Again, kingship is 
tied to failure — Arthur, as the representative of political power, fails to live up to the ideals that 
Lexton sees in Arthur’s source material. The king instead “looks like a usurper and proves to be 
a tyrant” (176). In this light, the context seems to lend itself towards the Arthur that Bedwell sees 
— the antithesis, this time intentionally so, of what a good ruler is meant to be.55 However, 
Lexton seems to overstate Malory’s criticism (if it can even be called that) of kingship, first 
                                                
55 Bedwell’s critique of Arthur does not credit Malory for such a dire portrayal of kingship and 
justice. Seemingly, she reads Malory’s tale (at least tacitly) as an endorsement of Arthur rather 






when she takes a Vinaverian view on the sacred,56 and second by associating Arthur’s rise to 
power with that of Edward IV. Regarding this second point, Lexton’s argument centers on the 
word “comyns” (the word that Malory chooses to use for the people), and the lack of support that 
Malory has for barons. Lexton argues that “the commons do not merely confirm Arthur’s 
kingship but are responsible for choosing him to be king” as a means of separating Arthur from 
the more traditional expectation of divinely appointed rulership — a trope which she argues is an 
expectation in both romance and reality (178-9). However, this seems to be a premature critique 
of Arthur’s rule on Lexton’s part. As with Vinaver and the debate over secular or sacred 
Arthuriana, Lexton takes the differences between Arthur and his sources and proposes a 
meaning.57 Her meaning is possible. But she seems to argue that, because Arthur is supported by 
the common folk, Malory is necessarily critiquing Arthur and not the barons. 
While Lexton asserts that the common folk are breaking from the appropriate model of 
kingship by choosing their king rather than accepting him (see p. 180), the true rebellion occurs 
in the preceding paragraphs with the barons and their refusal to acknowledge Arthur’s divine 
                                                
56 See p. 179: “Malory dampens the official religious element of the scene, curtailing the role of 
the archbishop who is vital in winning the barons over in the Vulgate, and never bothers to 
mention that the sword in the stone is a sign of God’s intent in the succession.” This is 
problematic in the first because it ignores the Archbishop’s declaration earlier, that “God will 
make hym [the rightful possessor of the sword] knowen” (13.6). Further, each of Arthur’s 
demonstrations of worthiness are still largely tied to the holy days of the church calendar: New 
Years, Candlemass, Easter, and finally Pentecost. Regarding the latter three, each bears 
significance in Christian thought as moments of the divine revealing themselves to human kind 
(reinforcing the connection of the king’s association to Christ from chapter 2). 
57 See “Kingship and Malory’s Morte,” pp. 176-9: Lexton ties Arthur’s coronation to the French 
Suite de Merlin — a point that Ralph Norris, in Malory’s Library, also makes. However, Norris 
also mentions Hardyng’s Chronicle as an early influencer of Malory’s first tale (see pp. 15-8); 
while Norris’s points do not directly deal with the coronation itself, the chronicle that Malory 
seemingly imitates could also be a possible reason for the barons not immediately submitting to 
the young Arthur. In a period where lords are all striving for political power (12.11-3), it is far 






appointment. The barons’ response is a contrast to Ector and Kay’s kneeling in submission to 
Arthur (14.32-3). Ector rightly concludes that Arthur is “of an hyher blood,” and asks Arthur to 
be “my good and gracious lord when ye are kyng” (14.36; 15.3-4). This submission to authority 
follows a model described by Kuskin, wherein “individuals only take on subject positions as they 
are traversed by authority” (Kuskin 516).58 The submission to authority that Kuskin describes 
here is a sometimes-autonomous state. The authority of a lord “is thus dependent upon the 
monarch, but also — when in its own locality — independent, capable of conducting business 
without communicating back to the center” (516-7). Modeling authority in this way, it is possible 
to read the barons’ refusal of Arthur, in light of the repeated demonstrations of his ability on holy 
days, as a rejection of his authority and an attempt to break out of the ecosystem of power.  
Regarding the relationship between a monarch and his barons, Radulescu’s paper, 
“Malory and Fifteenth-Century Political Ideas,” notes how Malory seems to respond to, if not the 
explicit chronicle tradition of ideal kingship, at least the common longing for a good king in the 
midst of civil unrest (“Malory” 39). Notably, Radulescu argues that a good monarch was seen as 
one who is “a strong administrator of justice in his realm,” and who cooperates with his barons 
and listens to their council (38-40). And in the early passages of Malory’s text, “while Arthur’s 
rule is harmonious and triumphant, he seeks advice from his knights and friendly kings. The 
agreement he receives from his council to engage in a military campaign with Rome is the kind 
of harmonious agreement fifteenth–century chroniclers desired for their contemporary English 
                                                
58 Kuskin is summarizing from G. L. Harriss, in “Political Society and the Growth of 
Government in Late Medieval England,” here. See also Walter Ulmann in The Individual and 
Society in the Middle Ages, p. 53 & 66-7. Ulmann argues that there were two visions of kingship, 
one feudal and one divine. Regarding the latter, the king “did not stand above the kingdom, but 
was a member of the feudal community itself” (Ulmann 67). The difficulty that Arthur faces is 
that some of the ruling elite (namely sir Ector) are willing to acknowledge his authority and 






court” (41). Importantly, this cooperation contrasts with Henry VI’s reign, during which the 
“French territories were lost, and most assumed it was because he had poor advisors” (45). The 
early portion of Arthur’s reign is also distinct from the last period, where “there are no references 
to him seeking advice from his barons in an assembly of council” (45). Indeed, as Radulescu 
goes on to point out, “when rumors spread about Lancelot and Guinevere’s affair, Gawain tries 
to temper Arthur’s rage” but Arthur ignores this advice (46). He orders Gawain to arm himself, 
and with his brothers take lady Guinevere to be burned to death (1176.13-4), setting up the 
confrontation that will lead to the first war with Lancelot.59  
For his own part, Lancelot maintains a sort of court at Joyous Guard that practically 
mirrors Arthur’s court of Camelot. After rescuing Guinevere, Malory notes how many lords and 
knights join Lancelot’s side, and how some join Lancelot’s cause because of the queen (1178.15-
7; 1186.33-5).60 This rise to power, however, lacks the fundamental endorsement of the divine in 
its inception. Unlike Arthur, Lancelot comes to his position of power by usurping Arthur’s 
authority — stealing Arthur’s wife through violence and continuing his pattern of siding with 
Guinevere regardless of whether her cause is just or not. When war finally breaks out (and when 
Lancelot finally commits his full strength to killing his enemies), the Pope intervenes, having 
recognized both “the grete goodness of kynge Arthur and of the hyghe proues off sir Launcelot, 
that was called the moste nobelyst knyght of the worlde” (1194.11-12). The language employed 
                                                
59 It is important to notice how the trope of a tragic choice is repeated here (see chapter 1, p. 22). 
Arthur commands Gawain to go with his brothers in escorting Guinevere to the fire, which 
Gawain refuses to do. After Lancelot kills Gawain’s brothers, the latter encourages Arthur to 
attack Lancelot twice — the second time leading to his own death and the rebellion by Mordred. 
Each action causes its successor, creating a snowball effect similar to the one that consumed 
Balin at the beginning of Malory’s tale. 
60 This second point is interesting, as Arthur’s own chivalric order is established by the marriage 
to Guinevere. In addition to giving Arthur the Round Table, King Lodegreauns sends his 






here neither outright condemns Arthur for waging his war, nor Lancelot for his rebellion, but 
continues in a string of ambiguities that stretches through the tale.61 
Arthur and Lancelot mirror each other in the aftermath of Lancelot’s rescue of Guinevere, 
especially in how they respond to the war they engage in and their perception of each other. 
From the beginning, knights in Lancelot’s court, similar to Gawain advising Arthur, urge battle 
when Lancelot is unwilling to attack Arthur (1190.23-1191.3). Lancelot does concede to 
engaging in open battle with Arthur according to his knights’ council just as Arthur follows his 
nephew’s advice in laying siege to Joyous Guard, but Lancelot is unwillingly to fight either 
Arthur or Gawain (1191.8-11). Interestingly, this unwillingness persists even into the second day 
of fighting, first when Lancelot embodies King David by refusing to kill his former lord 
(1192.16-27),62 and again when he refuses to kill Sir Gawain after the knight’s fight with Sir 
Bors (1193.15-8). This reluctance to kill has two potential causes, first in Lancelot’s 
unwillingness to perpetuate the violence that has led to Arthur’s siege of Joyous Guard, or as an 
attempt by the knight to act piously by not killing another knight in combat.63 Considering that 
                                                
61 David Harrington, following directly after Larry Benson and indirectly the majority of the 
Vinaverian sect of Arthurian studies, takes this ambiguity to mean that Malory is less concerned 
with the adulterous nature of Lancelot’s and Guinevere’s affair, stating that, “practically, we see 
the most admirable characters regretting that anyone should even ask the question about Sir 
Lancelot and the Queen’s relationship” (Harrington 67). However, the infidelity, which seems to 
be mentioned prior to the “Morte,” remains the driving instigator for Arthur’s court to fall. 
Without Lancelot and Guinevere’s affair, one could suppose that Camelot remained whole and 
unspoiled. 
62 See 1 Samuel 24:1-15. The scene is another moment of apparent support for Harington’s point, 
as it seemingly reinforces the idea of Lancelot’s innocence (in the Old Testament passage, David 
is innocent of any treason against Saul), however, it may be either explained by noting as a 
continuation of the ambiguity that Malory plays with throughout “Morte.” Further, Malory 
cannot be understood as using combat as a means of proving the just cause of one party or 
another, or indeed of Lancelot’s honesty.  
63 See chapter 2, p. 43. In the conflict between Arthur and Lancelot, acts that result in death seem 
to perpetuate the violence rather than resolve or bring closure, implying that the act of killing is 






the entire episode seemingly casts Arthur and Gawain in an especially negative light, the latter 
option seems particularly enticing. The first siege episode ends only after Lancelot accepts his 
knights’ counsel and commits himself fully to the battle (1193.28-31), and again places Lancelot 
in a parallel position to Arthur — fighting to kill out of grief over a wounded or slain relative.  
The relationship that Malory presents between a ruler and his advisors then must be 
considered as intentionally imperfect. Both Arthur and Lancelot are fighting to kill at the urging 
of their subordinates, and both with less than perfect ascensions to power. Regarding authority 
and support, both Lancelot and Arthur gain their power seemingly in accordance with 
Radulescu’s positing: both have the backing of their nobles and (seemingly) of God. But to what 
end? Both Arthur and Lancelot are urged deeper into the conflict by their advisors, against their 
desire to return to, or maintain, the status quo. It seems that they are allowed their authority as a 
continuing means of judgement, just as the healing of Urry was the beginning of judgement on 
Arthur and Lancelot by fueling Sir Aggravain’s jealousy. The rise of independent power on 
Lancelot’s part sets him up to fulfill the quasi-adventure or prophecy of the black and white 
knights, where he fights for his own glory and with the knights that seem to be losing (931.16-
21;24-31). He is convinced to fight first by appeals to his honor (1190.33), and to fight in order 
to kill after seeing his companions suffering because of his restraint (1193.28-31).  
The Radulescu paper additionally argues that the ideal king is characterized as an 
administrator of justice —a virtue that Bedwell argues is lacking in Arthur’s court.  According to 
Bedwell, Arthur fails to instill just behavior in his knights, and his own inconsistent conduct 
leads to the collapse of Camelot (Bedwell 4; 6). These failures are linked, as Arthur fails to act 
justly by not ensuring that his knights behave justly. Arthur must punish wrongdoers by 






is not consistent throughout the Morte Darthur, and this inconsistency leads to further crime and 
ultimately to Arthur’s destruction” (9). While the primary example in Bedwell’s arguments are 
Arthur’s four nephews, she first makes a case against the clarity of Arthur’s laws.  
Of the three crimes that Bedwell lays out — outrage, murder, and treason — the last is 
the most helpful in constructing a working appreciation for Arthur’s position as a lawgiver and 
law enforcer. According to Bedwell, while “treason can refer to mere trickery against a brother 
knight…Murder is one of the prime definitions of treason” (8). Such a simple definition allows 
Bedwell to quickly mention the poison apple scene in “Sir Lancelot and Lady Guinevere,” where 
Guinevere is wrongly charged with treason at the death of Sir Patryse (1049-50), while also 
focusing on the longer list of killings committed by Gawain and Arthur’s other relatives 
(Bedwell 12, 14). However, with this definition, the distinction between treason and murder 
remains unclear. In contrast to Bedwell, Ryan Muckerheide offers a slightly different approach 
to attempting to contextualize the legal system in Arthur’s court. In his paper, “The English Law 
of Treason in Malory’s Le Morte Darthur,” Muckerheide suggests that “Malory was more 
thoroughly versed in the law than is widely believed” and that, “Malory uses the statutory law of 
treason to contrast the more noble and chivalric age of Arthur with his own, to emphasize how 
the law can be used to reinforce or undermine the fellowship” (Muckerheide 48). Certainly, such 
a quote doesn’t paint a purely romantic picture of Camelot, but it does reinforce the idea that 
Arthur’s court reflected at least a degree of Arthur’s own pedigree as a worthy. In contrast to 
Bedwell’s vague definition, Muckerheide argues that treason in Morte fits a fifteen-century 






in a society defined by fellowship” (48).64 But more specifically, “Any crime that touched upon 
the king or the welfare of the kingdom in any way — even remotely — could thus be defined as 
treason” (49). In the Poisoned Apple scenario, it certainly is true that Guinevere could be 
accused of treason as a form of murder (in keeping with Bedwell’s case), and such a reading 
would imply a miscarriage of justice by Arthur’s court. However, Muckerheide’s vision offers 
not only a more precise reason for the accusation of treason, it also helps explain why the story 
exists in the first place. 
When reading Bedwell’s argument against Arthur, an underlying theme seems to be the 
arbitrary nature of Arthur’s justice system. This arbitrary nature is at the heart of Bedwell’s 
complaint against trial by combat, which primarily decides cases of treason,65 because “right 
does not always prevail” (Bedwell 13). Because the guilty party can win the battle and be 
absolved of guilt,66 Bedwell sees trial by combat as an example of Arthur’s flawed justice 
system. But again, Muckerheide offers a good contextualization that takes attention away from 
justice, and places it back on the maintenance and restoration of fellowship. In the first sense, the 
idea of a failing justice system, were that Malory’s apparent intent, would not have surprised his 
audience, as “Malory’s readers…were familiar not only with the law itself but undoubtedly also 
with its abuses” (Muckerheide 51). Muckerheide’s perspective suggests a failed system in both 
Malory’s England, where justice is not being applied as it is intended. However, in the 
                                                
64 See also Richard Firth Green, Crisis of Truth, where he defines the late-fourteenth-century 
definition of truth as “the direct antonym of treason” which “denotes more like loyalty or good 
faith than ‘the facts of the case’” (Green 2). This position comes to the same conclusion as 
Muckerheide, but in reverse. If “truth” means keeping faith and is the antonym of “treason,” then 
it stands to reason that treason, in this setting, means, “breaking faith,” or “betrayal.” 
65 See “Failure of Justice” p. 12.  






romanticized state of Arthur’s kingdom, this justice system works to safeguard a stable 
community.  
Already this theme of relationship has become apparent, though not at the forefront of the 
discussion, as important to the medieval political system. A characteristic of ideal kingship is the 
king’s right to power through God’s divine appointment, through the public acceptance of the 
barons and lords, and finally through the people’s consent. In all of these, the king exists as a 
connected part of a system, not an isolated island. Muckerheide reinforces this idea by describing 
the Poisoned Apple episode as a chance for Malory to “reassert a central theme of his text —the 
importance of unity and peace among the fellowship” (63). Second to this, seemingly, is justice 
for the guilty, who are ultimately punished by a deus ex machina appearance of the Lady of The 
Lake (64). The emphasis on justice reinforcing the fellowship of a community again appears in 
the fall of Arthur’s court. Harrington isn’t wrong in observing that “the most admirable 
characters [regret] that anyone should even ask the question about Sir Lancelot and the Queen’s 
relationship” (Harrington 67). But the emphasis here seems not to be that the questions would 
besmirch the honor of either the queen or Lancelot, but rather that the fellowship of Camelot 
must break as soon as these questions are raised. As Muckerheide points out in the case of 
Gawain, “he does not deny nor defend the actions of Lancelot and Guinevere, but rather puts 
Lancelot’s service to the king and kingdom first” (Muckerheide 66). What Muckerheide seems to 
argue here, and what Radulescu and Bedwell frequently miss, is that the conflict inside Malory’s 
narrative is not a judgement on the system that Arthur attempts to create (or indeed of an ‘ideal’ 
system).67 Malory is presenting two interpretations of how a justice system can be applied, and 
                                                
67 See Radulescu, “Malory and Political Ideals,” “[Malory’s] work reflects anxieties over the 
contradictions present within Arthur’s political system, rather than presenting an ideal to be 






indeed how the ideal fails when the law is used not to protect the central core of a political 
system (fellowship), but rather to undermine it.  
Looking at Lancelot’s decisions through the lens of maintaining or creating fellowship, it 
is possible to understand the tragedy of the last tale as a sequence of broken and partial 
fellowships. For Lancelot, the keeping of fellowship is almost wholly tragic, as he cannot make 
peace with Arthur or be reconciled. While Arthur “wold have bene accorded with sir 
Launcelot… Sir Gawayn wolde nat suffir hym” (1194.23-4). The desire for a harmonious 
relationship between Lancelot and Arthur, either in terms of coexistence or in subordination, 
seems to be a key point in the Pope’s intervention in the war between Lancelot and Arthur 
(1194.16-9), and even at this point Arthur seemingly agrees to the idea of attempting to restore 
the relationship. Lancelot further admits to having, indirectly, created the cause for the broken 
relationship, as the queen is only in danger of being burned for his sake (1195.9-10). However, 
while both Arthur and Lancelot long to make peace, the two sides are irreconcilable at this point. 
Gawain proclaims that “if myne uncle…wyll accorde wyth the, he shall loose my servys,” giving 
Arthur an unwinnable situation: to be at peace with Lancelot and lose his nephew, or to banish 
Lancelot and keep fellowship with Gawain (1200.17-8). Lancelot is banished, and he establishes 
his own system of fellowship by appointing his knights to various regions of France as rulers and 
lords (1204-5).68 From this pattern, the keeping of fellowship is again reinforced as a critical 
value, as Lancelot both tries to restore his connection to Arthur, and then establishes his own 
system after being banished. He is unable to control Arthur’s response, the invasion of France 
that allows Mordred to usurp the throne, though he certainly foretells its coming (1204.6-11).  
                                                
68 This suggests, at the very least, a position of authority on Lancelot’s part, as the power of these 






But having examined all of this, the question still remains: can either Arthur or Lancelot 
be described as ideal or even worthy kings? While neither Arthur nor Lancelot have perfectly 
legitimate claims or ascensions, both have the support of the divine, of their nobles, and (to some 
degree) of the people. Arthur rises immediately with the support of both God (through the 
supernatural sword in the stone), the nobility (first expressed through Sir Ector), and the people 
(in their proclamation of Arthur’s kingship). Lancelot likewise meets these three criteria, tacitly 
gaining the Pope’s support, in that he is not blamed for fighting his lord, Arthur. Lancelot 
certainly possesses a stronger claim to the support of his lords and knights, who willingly fight 
two wars for him against Arthur, and the people of France are not shown opposing his decisions 
in appointing kings over certain kingdoms. As for justice, Bedwell’s claim that Arthur is an 
unjust ruler seems, at best, unfair or perhaps somewhat misguided. Arthur’s seemingly erratic 
application of justice is far more coherent when understood as a means to maintaining peace 
inside a community rather than enforcing a set of unwavering standards. And yet Camelot falls. 
Arthur dies and is buried, and Lancelot wastes away as a monk. This all leads to the impression 
that if Arthur (and by extension Lancelot as well) can be called a worthy or ideal king, then 
Malory himself must have forsaken the ideal of a perfect ruler in the midst of kings rising and 
falling with alarming rapidity. And this might even work as a solution, if the story didn’t end so 
optimistically. 
Legacy and Davidic Kingship 
It seems odd for a story that seemingly was written in the midst of civil unrest, and so 
concerned with civil unrest, to be optimistic in a calamitous ending. After the disastrous battle 
with Mordred, Malory first describes the passing of Arthur in two manners, first in the almost 






then in the physical tomb that Bedevere is told belongs to Arthur (1241.15-21). But the Arthurian 
legend does not conclude with Arthur’s death; Malory gives an account through the death of 
Guinevere and Lancelot as the text becomes increasingly uninterested in the political climate of 
Arthur’s England and more focused on the piety of the remaining characters.69 And with this 
emphasis on sacred positioning, the main characters all seem to die in a saintly or holy manner. 
The former Archbishop of Canterbury dreams of Lancelot’s passing; he sees “the angellys heve 
up syr Launcelot unto heven, and the yates of heven opened ayenst hym” (1258.9-10). Guinevere 
is buried next to her husband after praying to God for two days (that she wouldn’t again see 
Lancelot in this life, who was coming to take her corpse to rest by Arthur) (1255-6). As for 
Arthur, while Bedevere weeps openly at the king’s passing, Arthur himself seems at peace with 
the situation. In all three cases, the tragedy of the hero’s passing is not a purely bitter situation. 
As Larry Benson notes, “the tone of The Death of Arthur is also one of forgiveness, of final joy, 
and it shows the ultimate triumph of virtue over vice” (Benson 235). Such optimism further 
complicates the question of worthiness. It offers an alternative measure, implying that a 
character’s story can be judged not just on what they accomplish (or fail to accomplish), but 
based on how their story ends.  
In the case of Arthur, the bittersweet ending again looks back to the sacred component of 
kingship, and indeed suggests a tradition of Davidic kingship, though this may be unintended on 
Malory’s part. Ralph Norris observes, for example, that the potentially messianic death of 
                                                
69 In the middle of Lancelot’s transformation into a holy man, Malory interjects a quick comment 
on political events with Sir Lyonel taking a portion of Lancelot’s host to London in search of 
Lancelot (1254.19-22). After that, the last mention of the political landscape comes after the 
death of Lancelot, when Sir Costantyn is chosen as king of England (1259.27-8). This is a sharp 
departure from the lead up to Arthur’s death, which is almost singularly focused on the political 






Gawain, wherein he “yielded up his goste” (1232.16), can be read as a Biblical allusion, but it is 
more likely to be merely idiomatic than an allusion (Norris 148). By that same token, Norris 
credits the inscription on Arthur’s tomb to the notion of a traditional understanding rather than a 
single source (151). In both cases, however, merely sourcing a saying or piece of the text can 
serve to distort the potential meaning rather than clarify. As Norris acknowledges, “the 
conditions of Gawain’s death are not totally dissimilar to that of Christ,” in that Gawain forgives 
his killer, Lancelot, prior to dying (148).  
Arthur’s own death also contains a potential biblical allusion. The king is given a 
mournful transportation (a boat ride) into the afterlife as he is carried away from his final knight 
much in the way that Christ ascends into Heaven in the book of Acts (1241.1-4).70 Additionally, 
when Arthur is supposedly buried, Malory reports the inscription on his tomb as, “Hic iacet 
Arthurus, Rex quondam Rexque futurus” (1242.29). While the inscription is most popularly 
understood as ‘the once and future king’ wherein the ‘former’ and ‘future’ modify the noun 
“king.” As with Gawain, these two moments are not necessarily messianic — Ralph Norris notes 
that while there is no absolute proof of a single point of origin for the wording, though Malory is 
potentially drawing from traditional telling (Norris 151).71 However, there are two possible 
answers that allow for a biblical reading to proceed. First, as has already been noted, Malory 
inherits the majority of the Arthurian tradition from his sources and only infrequently invents 
new articles. This suggests the possibility for an implicit meaning that can go beyond even the 
                                                
70 See Acts 1:9. While Jesus ascends on a cloud and Arthur travels on a boat, both are traversing 
to a fabled holy place to rest or prepare for their return. The potential connection is the departure 
from the remaining follower(s). 
71 This is by no means the only solution that Norris offers, however a detailed textual sourcing is 







intent of the author, a concept that C. S. Lewis described when he remarked that Malory’s Arthur 
was at once partly the construction of man, and partly that of nature (“English” 28). In such 
circumstances, then, it is helpful to ask not only what the text must mean, but also what it can 
mean. Second, Malory’s insertion seems to beg for a biblical reading from an audience that is 
(potentially) biblically literate. As Lawrence Besserman notes in Chaucer’s Biblical Poetics, the 
most educated portion of the audience would have had ready access to biblical stories in a variety 
of forms, from multiple editions (partial or complete) of the Bible itself, to paraphrases and 
stories derived from the scripture (Besserman 8). And while Malory’s specific audience isn’t 
specifically noted in Besserman’s assessment, the description helps expose a culture where 
biblical stories and allusions were more readily visible. A scene of Gawain forgiving his killer 
can, though unlikely, point to Christ on the cross. The likelihood comes out of where the 
moment in Malory’s text originates from, and what it ultimately adds to the overall story. And as 
Norris notes, Malory is largely responsible for the wording of Arthur’s tombstone, leaving the 
question of purpose to be answered. 
Functionally, the epitaph plays into the complicated political legacy that Malory seems to 
favor for his main characters. It casts Arthur’s failure, and by extension the failure of kingship in 
Malory’s world, in a messianic light, similar to King David from the biblical Old Testament.72 
As an individual king, David has a complicated literary and historical reputation. Northrop Frye, 
in The Great Code, politely describes this characterization when stating that “[Israel’s] 
Historians are frank about the human shortcomings of all their kings, including David and 
                                                
72 King David is an appealing fit for several reasons. Like Arthur, David is named as one of the 
Nine Worthy kings as one of three Hebrew representatives. This connection is explicitly signaled 
by the Alliterative Morte Arthure, wherein Arthur dreams of the Nine Worthies rising and falling 
on the wheel of Fate. See Mary Hamel “The Dream of a King: The Alliterative Morte Arthure 






Solomon” (Frye 88).73 Of these failures, David’s relationship with (or rather, rape of) Bathsheba 
sticks out as particularly useful for considering his (and Arthur’s) legacy.  
Both Arthur and David engage in immoral sexual acts that produces an (apparent) heir to 
the kingdom. In David’s case, the rape of Bathsheba tarnishes his title as a man after God’s own 
heart.74 The writer of 2 Samuel recounts how David has just fought a war to secure his kingdom 
and is idle.75 He sees Bathsheba’s beauty, has her brought to him, and impregnates her. To cover 
up his crime, David ultimately commands the murder of Bathsheba’s husband, Uriah, before 
taking her in to marry her. But just after covering up his sin, Nathan the prophet comes and 
exposes David, and he repents. Interestingly, Arthur’s own sexual interaction with Lot’s wife 
follows a fairly similar pattern. Arthur comes out of a time of war and meets a beautiful but off 
limits woman (41.10-7). While Arthur’s half-sister certainly isn’t a direct analogue for Bathsheba 
— the former coming as a spy — Arthur seemingly copies David by repenting (44.18), and also 
by trying to escape the immediate consequences by committing murder (55.19-33). But while 
this duplicity and murder provides another point for studying the religious aspects of Malory’s 
text, the true value in the connection comes from how David’s legacy can contextualize kingship 
in Malory’s Morte. 
                                                
73 Another, though somewhat tangential, connection between Arthur and David is the way in 
which recent criticism has treated both kings. As David Bosworth notes in “Evaluating King 
David: Old Problems and Recent Scholarship,” “David has long been a controversial figure, and 
the interpretative tradition has generally been admiring. Modern scholarship, however, has taken 
a critical turn” (Bosworth 191). Bosworth argues that a key point in this criticism comes out of 
the traditional acceptance of David — a point explicitly noted by Bedwell in her critique of 
Arthur’s system of justice. 
74 The phrase appears explicitly in 1 Samuel 13:4 (ESV), as God rejects King Saul because of his 
disobedience. It also appears explicitly in the New Testament book of Acts 13:22 (ESV), and it is 
implied in 1 Kings 15:5 (ESV).  






The end of David’s life is perhaps more politically tumultuous than Arthur’s own 
complicated ending. David fails to punish one of his sons for rape, which leads to another son 
murdering his half-brother, then rebelling against David (2 Samuel 13-5). David ultimately 
defeats his son, and later tries to establish his son Solomon on the throne. However, Solomon 
himself must fight his half-siblings for the right to rule (1 kings 1:5-53).76 But despite all of this, 
David’s legacy remains fixedly defined by his descendant Jesus. When the New Testament 
writers want to describe Jesus in a kingly manner, they focus on David as the single great 
predecessor to the Messiah.77 To rephrase the point: the flawed legacy of the king who came 
before is redeemed by the king who came after. 
It seems possible, and indeed useful to phrase the tomb’s epitaph in a different way. The 
legacy of Arthur can be understood as the king who once ruled and who points to the king who 
will come again. This interpretation does not require a perfect Arthur, or for Malory to gloss over 
the many shortcomings of the king. The author is free to praise Arthur’s rule even after the 
kingdom has collapsed, suggesting a sort of optimism that rests outside of the political authority 
embodied by the king. In an age of imperfect kings, Malory stands out as a voice not longing for 






                                                
76 Solomon is likewise a striking figure in biblical terms, as he is the second child born by 
Bathsheba and David and a forefather to Jesus. See Matthew 1:6 (ESV). 









While the size of Sir Thomas Malory’s Le Morte Darthur makes a more comprehensive 
study of kingship impractical for a master’s thesis, the experimental and focused nature of this 
inquiry provides three points that seem most valuable. 
First, reading Sir Lancelot as a kingly figure has potential as a mechanism for exploring 
the character’s story and thematic importance. Typically, readings of Lancelot either become 
focused on the knight’s shortcomings and condemn the character as morally bankrupt, or else the 
readings try to venerate him and dismiss any possible shortcoming. However, Malory’s knight is 
more complex than either interpretation. By acknowledging how Lancelot distinctively mirrors 
Arthur in a variety of narrative and thematic ways, this thesis has shown that Lancelot not only 
behaves like a king in Malory’s Morte, he behaves like Arthur himself. As a flawed king, 
Lancelot follows after Arthur as a sort of Christ-like shadow — a figure who points to a perfect 
king while failing to be the perfect king. 
Second, Lewis’s point that “We partly make what we read” seems to have specific value 
when considering the religious or secular nature of Malory’s text, or when attempting to read 
Malory’s text as a single romance or a series of romances. Malory’s Arthurian tale is ripe with 
invitations for the reader to decide what the text means, from the number of stories in Malory’s 
Arthurian text to whether or not Lancelot and Guinevere are committing adultery. Inversely, 
some elements of Malory are more clearly understood when the reader’s assumptions are 






understanding of kingship in Malory’s Morte, but as this thesis has argued, both clearly exist. To 
deny one aspect requires a great deal of revision to Malory, rather than reading Malory. 
Third, kingship in Malory’s Morte is ultimately a blending of religious and political 
expectations, and it culminates in longing for a king who will come again. As has already been 
noted, the duality of secular and sacred duties, described by Kantorowicz as persona mixta and 
by Ulmann as sacred and feudal kingship, are visible in Malory’s depiction. This duality helps 
contextualize Arthur and Lancelot’s flaws, transforming both characters from failed attempts to 
achieve the perfection found in Sir Galahad to versions of king David from the biblical Old 
Testament.  
The exploration of Lancelot as a kingly figure, and the idea of Davidic kingship both 
possess potential for future inquiry. The latter has largely been overlooked as a possible model 
for explaining Arthur and Lancelot’s flawed personification in Malory’s text. As scholarship has 
largely stood at an impasse on how to evaluate these characters, applying the model of Davidic 
kingship to other sections of Malory’s tale, or even to other Arthurian romances, could help 
provide a greater understanding of how these characters operate in Morte. As for Lancelot as a 
king, the possibility of understanding kingly behavior in Malory’s text is somewhat 
underexplored as it relates to non-Arthur characters. Certainly, this is understandable, given that 
Arthur is the titular king. But just as studying Lancelot’s connection to Arthur helps explain 
Lancelot’s complicated characterization, so comparing other kings to Arthur can help clarify 
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